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				It’s a Small World
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				Imagine a time capsule hurtling through space. It dates from the early 1970s and it sits within the alloy casing of the US space probe, Ulysses. The contents are:

				A gold etching of a man, a woman and two children (one girl, one boy);

				Digital and analogue recordings of music – Mozart and Elvis, to be precise;

				Charming handwritten messages of peace from some school children in Texas;

				A bound copy of the Bible encased in heat-resistant glass (but no other religious texts: it was launched from the Midwest of America in less enlightened times, after all)

				A copy of our DNA.

				The small but plucky Ulysses leaves our green and blue planet –

				never to return – on 12th August 1974.

				It travels for a very long time.

				In fact, it takes Ulysses 17,720 years to cover a light year. After nearly 100,000 years it reaches the neighbouring star system Humans once called Alpha Centauri. There, it encounters a wormhole and so, before it has had a chance to make any kind of difference in its protracted but spectacularly uneventful life, our time capsule winks out of existence.

				Pop!

				Gone… 

				Nano seconds later, or perhaps after several million years – for the gravity around the wormhole has distorted Time so as to make it unrecognisable even to itself and indeed many of its closest relatives (namely, Space & Continuum) – it re-appears, washed up on the fringes of an Empire more vast than the Milky Way and older than our Sun.

				It bobs about for a bit… uncertain, like someone arriving at a party on their own… then begins to drift in the direction of a sentient clutch of asteroids.

				For this little capsule has sparked interest from beings we cannot comprehend: evolved entities of almost infinite power and wisdom, as to be gods compared to us.

				Its contents have caused more than a few raised eyebrows amongst these super-beings.

				Or it would, if they had eyebrows.

				Initially it is the DNA that snags their attention – for it is mysteriously close to their distant ancestry. They look closer: Elvis and Mozart are discarded, the two-dimensional picture considered and put to one side, for later… but the Bible they pore over. It is a puzzling, yet somehow rather pleasing object: they are sure this four-sided, flapping item contains data.

				They ponder what they’ve got, their vast intellects sparked.

				Eventually, after grafting our DNA onto a carbon-based life form common enough in their system, they are able to make a human avatar in a closed nitrous bubble; one capable of relating the contents of the book in terms they readily understand. They are justifiably very pleased with themselves and sit back with the alien equivalent of mugs of cocoa to hear what the avatar has to say.

				And, as they listen, they fall into deep thought… and wonder: for this battered tome, sent by beings whose very existence was considered rumour, contains something that fascinates and delights them.

				For it tells our story… 

				And it is their story, too.

			

		

	
		
			
				1: Creation
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				Going back still further, before the Beginning, there was a void, an infinite well: an endless pit of non-thing. There was no

				before… only a deep, terrifying absence. This was The Deep.

				And the first great Beginning, the onset of Nothing becoming Something and then Everything was because of what was said – a thought spoken, a great silence broken. Like the best creations it was outwardly really simple: ‘Let there be light!’ said God. Just that. And what followed was an explosion of brilliance and immense potential.

				The start of a journey: because all creation is a rite of passage.

				It’s a wonder, you can easily imagine Him thinking, I didn’t think of it before… before remembering that, before, there was No Before. Only a From Now On: a reverberating, concentric, expanding future that filled The Deep.

				And though God’s great vision for what He, She, or even They, intended to create was clear, it was also faceted. It got to the heart of the most basic need we all carry with us: rules and reason. Words explain, they instruct – rules need terms, after all. And how would the Heavens know what to do, if the lore (call it physics) couldn’t be expressed? Yet the first thing He ordered was not order; it was far more reasonable, more human than that. He simply asked for illumination.

				We are all drawn to the light. It nourishes us in ways we feel but cannot always express: it offers comfort and hope. Good people often remind us of light. And it has practical purposes: the light came upon the Universe as a detonation that is still blasting out across the great unknown today in a tsunami of creation… and with it came matter and materials.

				For God is the first Builder, the Great Architect. And now He could see what He was doing.

				Next, Time was about to ripple across the cosmos. It was of the essence, for God was keen, like us all, to get things wrapped up before the weekend. So, seven days (including holidays) for Creation.

				[Cracks knuckles].

				Day One:

				You cannot have the first day without creating days themselves (plus nights). In this, God’s logic was faultless. Like Google maps, His eye zoomed in from the entirety of a rapidly-expanding cosmos to find himself at planet level – Planet Earth, to be precise.

				But God was not just a handyman and timekeeper, a great Entity with a huge, celestial pocket watch and trowel. His presence on Earth was also to witness something that would have been astounding the first time ever – even if you’re God – because it can still take our breath away after millions of years. The subject of paintings innumerable, poems, pictures, pages on social media, and remarks from moving cars. For, in creating days, God handed us its two most memorable moments: sunrise and sunset.

				… both unutterably beautiful.

				Day Two:

				Next, He made the sky and the sea. The Bible speaks about separating two seas: the sea ‘above’ (the sky) and the sea ‘below’ (the actual sea). There is truth in this. Both are liquid – to the scientist and bard alike: a scrolling tide, an absorbing ebb and flow

				before His eyes. As seems right and proper. But the heavens hold sway: their movement influencing the movement of the waters on Earth, their each and every hue, heave, shade and mood mirrored by an obedient sea.

				For a very long time, to sail the waters would be as close as we got to flying (and, some might say, God).

				Day Three:

				God gathered all the sea into one place and all the land into another – a geological accuracy, spotted by The Book of Genesis, that would become known as Pangaea (All Earth) by Geologists and schoolchildren – who all know that it wasn’t until much later that the continents and seas fragmented and formed into what we see on every classroom wall today.

				Then he got really creative and conjured up plants. He was definitely thinking ahead, here, because the plants came with seeds and fruit – that is to say, food and [coughs] reproduction. He basically invented sex on Wednesday.

				Day Four:

				He tinkered about with stars, the Sun and the Moon. The previous day had taken it out of him, and he would need his strength for Friday.

				Day Five:

				Is quite a day. God created: all the fish in the seas, including some real Leviathans (huge dino-fishes).

				After a quick lunch, he set about creating birds. For, in step with Evolution, He allowed for things to come in stages.

				Day Six:

				Next on God’s list were land animals. It’s easy to imagine that all those plants and trees he created way back on Wednesday have been reproducing at a rate of knots, and it hadn’t escaped His attention that things were starting to look untidy. He could have created lawnmowers, but nothing so far had the necessary opposable thumbs to make them work, and Saturdays off to push them about. So He created all sorts of creatures and grouped them according to their kind: we got ruminants to keep the grass down, then others who are good at slipping through the long grass to hunt said ruminants when they started to take over. God is tidy-minded: He knew things would need to be managed.

				Which takes us to [drum roll… ]

				Humans!

				‘So, God created Mankind in his own image.’ The Bible would explain at a much later date.

				A lot of folk (rightly or wrongly) take this to mean God created us to look like Him, which is why a lot of roughly the same people got very upset when Charles Darwin starting discussing monkeys.

				In fact, the original Hebrew צלם (tselem) could also be translated as ‘function’, so we weren’t necessarily made to look like him – but rather act like him.

				This makes sense, because the next thing He did was put us in charge of everything and knock off for a quiet Sunday.

				‘Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast array.’

				Genesis I

				And this is where our story really began.

			

		

	
		
			
				2: Eden
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				Adam, First of his Kind, woke.

				The morning sun found holes in the cathedral of foliage above his head, silver spears of light in contrast with the green filter that washed over the forest floor. A breeze fanned out across the tops of the trees and the sun blinded him momentarily. He closed his eyes and nearly dropped off again.

				Eventually, Adam’s bladder got the better of him, so he stumbled up.

				Moments later, he rested his head against the springy moss on a trunk as he let go… and sighed. Sleep was good, the colourful fruit he bit into and chewed tasted good, pissing was really good. He’d tried holding on. That was not good.

				Adam, whose name means to make, ambled down a deer path that ran through the forest – past trunks wider than the span of his arms, under hanging creepers that resembled the slithering creatures he was wary of. His hands brushed cool fern, and his eye was naturally drawn to the tarns of light with their spiraling insects: wells of sun where flowers would bud, burst and bloom. But he was mindful of the shadows, too, and what may have been there.

				The deer track forked but Adam took neither. He ducked under a low branch and pushed through the long grass that grew where the forest stopped.

				A few moments later, Adam looked out over his realm. The tussocked ground he stood on dropped away sharply into a valley – his valley. Directly in front of him, a river dissected the forest. To his left, huge trees supported an undulating landscape of leaves over which bright birds flapped. And to the right, grass, softened by distance, shivered in the breeze and parted for animals that Adam had not yet got around to naming. On the near horizon was a low, round hill with a single tree near the top. The Tree of Life.

				Eden, which means delight, was beautiful – even though Adam had nothing to compare it with.

				Adam was probably closer to God than any other Human will ever be. The first and only child of a doting father, in a way. From being a tiny baby, to his first tottering steps through the forest, Adam felt God with him and (like any good parent) God saw to it that Adam knew he was watched over and cared for.

				Adam talked to Him daily, but did he ever see Him? Not as such, but Adam had a lot of time on his hands and he’d thought about this. God’s fingerprints on the world were fresh: and the proof was that it all worked. Not that Adam needed proof of a thing: you could be just as sure of something if you felt it. He knew that.

				Each thing, each aspect of Eden, each animal devised seemed to Adam thoughtful and connected: from the caterpillars he saw on stalks, to the colossal beasts that lumbered down tracks; from the grains of sand that eddied deep in the river, to the swirl of fireflies; from the skeleton of leaves and the tip of a dragonfly wing against the light; dew drops that winked on blades of grass at dawn and the constellations of the stars at night.

				He had made it all, He was part of it and Adam loved God… but he was also a little afraid of him.

				He stared out at The Tree. Right there, was the first hint of threat to this idyllic fairytale. Up until God told him about the Tree Of Life he’d been blissfully unaware that such a thing as evil existed. It had all been good. Really good.

				God told Adam he mustn’t eat its fruit or he would die. Now Adam couldn’t stop looking at the tree.

				***

				For the time being, God told him he had to look after things, and this is what he did. He was in charge. However, the fact that this mainly involved walking about the place looking important was beginning to weigh a little on him. Everything took so little effort: he was never cold, nor was he too hot; if Adam was thirsty there was always fresh water to hand; plenty to eat by way of fruit, berries… a whole host of tasty animals who were virtually tame and therefore took no effort at all to catch. He slept when he wanted, woke, strolled about. He had favourite spots dotted around the garden God gave him, but nowhere was a real home because there was no need – there was safety and comfort everywhere. If Adam cleared a space around some flowers he liked, by the next day that space would be filled with something brighter, exotic and surprising. The plant and animal kingdom tended to just get on with it.

				And getting on with it was kind of the point.

				Though not yet fully adult, Adam was no longer a child. His body was changing, his voice had deepened recently and he was stronger but… he didn’t know what. For Adam was less sure of things lately. Or, at least, he had questions.

				For example, it hadn’t escaped Adam’s notice that other animals (whom he felt closer to than, say, plants or insects) tended to come in twos or more: birds nested, lions prided, deer herded… everything had more than one. Perhaps God was his other? God had told him he was made to be like Him.

				But the relationship was uneven, more like Adam’s relationship with the animals he cared for than the animals’ relationship to each other. Adam had to admit he was lonely and perhaps a bit bored, though he’d got nothing to compare it to, so he struggled to explain it.

				Finally, Adam plucked up the courage and humbly asked God for another one of him. But a bit different, if you know what I mean.

				If God was offended, He didn’t show it. Adam was His favourite: for the one and only time throughout this whole, monumental endeavour He had been physically involved in Adam’s creation.

				He had gathered dust from the ground, then painstakingly shaped and formed Adam to perfection. Then he had breathed life into his tiny, delicate nostrils and Baby Adam became the first living human.

				This is the pinnacle of His creation, the thing He saved for (almost) last; it was an immensely up close and personal endeavour. In creating His Magnum Opus, He gave Adam the greatest gift of all: free will. Adam would have no purpose but the one he chose for himself.

				So, for Adam, God got His hands dirty. Perhaps in more ways than one, because giving free will meant giving Adam choices – and this meant creating another partnership: Good and Evil.

				The ultimate show of love is to trust them to pick the right path… but you can still worry, thought God.

				***

				Anyway, being asked to create a female companion for Adam hardly came as a surprise. He had been expecting it for a while – in fact it was part of the plan, otherwise His grand design would be short-lived. But the request had to come from Adam.

				It would also need a personal touch. God, the First Surgeon, put an unsuspecting Adam into what was hopefully a profound sleep and ripped out a whole rib. This was perhaps unnecessarily brutal – as if He was punishing Adam for having the front to moan about being stuck in paradise. After all, God could easily pull off the trick with the mud and blowing through nostrils again. However, they were in An Important Lesson About Life territory here: it had to hurt, there had to be some sacrifice. If Adam just snapped his fingers and God whooshed down from the Firmament and sorted everything, with no effort or cost for Adam, then the whole dynamic would have changed in an instant. God would simply be Adam’s all-powerful servant.

				He’d basically be a Genie.

				Also, Eve would just be another one of God’s creations: but now, instead, she would be a part of Adam and he a part of her – their bond would be close as can be. Perhaps closer, even, than God’s bond with Adam.

				Two’s company… thought God unhappily.

				***

				Adam, First of his Kind, woke.

				Light found holes in the cathedral of foliage above his head. A breeze fanned out across the tops of the trees and the sun blinded him momentarily. He closed his eyes and nearly dropped off again

				… but he sensed something.

				He opened his eyes again and saw a figure moving delicately towards him through the olive light.

				His side ached but, as he looked at Eve – at her soft and sculpted form that reminded him of the flowers in heavy bloom –

				another ache of pleasure-pain tugged his chest.

				And it never went away.

			

		

	
		
			
				3: The Fall
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				‘Here, I got this for you.’ Eve grinned. Adam grinned back. ‘I’m calling it Butt Fruit.’ Eve certainly had a knack for finding the funniest-looking fruit in the forest. She was light and lithe and climbed far better than he could. Adam loved watching her pick a path through the vines that twisted around the base of the trees. He loved watching her full stop.

				Adam was hugely pleased with himself: Eve was his idea and it was a brilliant one – he was only sorry he hadn’t thought of her before. It was only now he realised how lonely he had been. Before. The only thing was that the more time he spent with Eve, the more distant God seemed. But you couldn’t have everything – and God might be All Mighty, but He wasn’t hilarious.

				***

				They had fallen into the habit of having the last meal of the day sitting side by side, looking out from the high ridge that dominated the valley, its river and the strange hill in the distance with the forbidden tree. ‘It’s beautiful here.’ Eve looked happy. They watched the sun’s fire cool, burning down to reddish pink, like the embers of their own fire. Adam chewed his supper, contemplated the Garden of Eden, and studied Eve in profile.

				‘Yes it is, but you are more beautiful… to me,’ he said solemnly but perhaps a little clumsily. Eve rolled her eyes as if he was being silly, but Adam caught her smiling a few moments later, in between mouthfuls. She loved her food.

				Afterwards she rested her head on his shoulder and Adam thought about how brilliant life was.

				***

				Over the next few days, they wandered down the valley in no particular direction. Eve was good with animals. They came more easily to her and responded when she talked softly to them.

				One morning, they’d been shadowing a herd of flightless stallion since dawn when they came to a clearing.

				‘Look, there’s that tree! It’s magnificent!’ cried Eve – but Adam didn’t share her enthusiasm, remembering God’s warning. However, Eve raced up the hill, her young body moving easily through the long grass whilst Adam followed reluctantly.

				‘It’s called the Tree of Life. God says that it is the soul of the Garden and so we mustn’t eat the fruit, or we will die.’

				‘Oh.’ Eve looked disappointed and she almost pouted. ‘Why make a tree with such delicious-looking fruit if you can’t eat it, it doesn’t make sense.’

				An unexpectedly chilly wind swept across the dry grass, making an unpleasant hissing noise and Adam replied somewhat shortly. ‘I’m sure there’s a reason for it. We don’t know everything.’

				‘Sounds a bit dramatic. Are you sure it was this one? I mean there’s a bunch of trees… ’ although she was going for a joke, Adam felt the first ever flash of annoyance with Eve.

				‘Let’s go,’ he said. ‘Now.’

				On their way down the hill, Eve was quiet, and she didn’t look at him.

				A few days later they were resting in the shade when Eve got up and tiptoed off. Adam half woke and watched her go.

				Later, he was bored and suddenly – for some undefined reason – felt he needed to find Eve.

				Adam followed her tracks, which were heading back towards the centre of the Garden, until he came to a dark place in the forest he had always, up until then, avoided.

				Moss festooned stunted trees in tattered shrouds, and it was there that he finally saw Eve: talking to one of the Long Lizards. The lizard hung from a tree, very close to Eve’s face, and its forked tongue darted out, very red, almost touching Eve’s parted lips. Eve had a strange look in her eyes, as if she was fascinated by something far away. Just then, the lizard sensed his approach and slithered off. It was the first time one of his creatures had run from him.

				‘Why were you talking to that Long Lizard?’ he asked Eve.

				‘It calls itself Serpent, which means See’er of the Future.’ This was new to Adam: up until now all creatures in his care had waited until he named them. It also didn’t escape Adam’s attention that Eve had avoided the question. It took him a bit by surprise, and Adam felt jealous. Why did she need to talk to anyone else?

				‘I don’t like that Serpent,’ he said huffily.

				‘You’re wrong,’ Eve’s mouth was a straight line, but at least she took his arm and they left the nasty place together. ‘He’s very clever,’ she said after a while, ‘and has lots of interesting ideas.’

				This really did not make Adam feel any better.

				***

				Things were a bit strange between them over the next few days. Most of the time, Eve was her usual self and they even started discussing making a place to stay in the garden – a sort of base, so they were not moving around all the time. Adam told her about his idea for a shelter from bent branches and ferns, so they wouldn’t get wet when it rained, and a place for a fire in the front and a nice view, and Eve was delighted. She threw her arms around him and kissed his face.

				But Adam noticed she was prone to quiet moments, and when she thought he was busy, she would peer into the dark places under the trees. Places you find Serpents.

				Worst of all, Adam didn’t think Eve was happy. Not completely. He couldn’t understand: if Eve and he were the same, surely they would feel the same way about everything?

				He looked for God – to ask him to explain Eve – but he couldn’t find Him. Adam closed his eyes and finally felt His presence, but from a long way off, almost as if He was watching.

				Adam was learning that small things can be important and when they are wrong, then nothing is really right.

				***

				He decided he was going to take a leaf out of God’s book and get on with the shelter, and no messing about. He decided that the best way to do this was to surprise Eve, so over the next few days, Adam made excuses to be away from her as much as possible. If he had been worried about Eve being suspicious, he had no need to. In fact, she never asked where he was going but always seemed pleased when he returned. So Adam thought nothing of it.

				Building the shelter was hard work, but satisfying. He picked what was sure to be a perfect spot, right where they first met and close to the lookout point where he imagined they might spend quiet evenings looking out across Eden, watching the sun go down. As the days passed, Adam grew increasingly excited and even began to see where his creator, God, must be coming from: there was almost nothing better than making things. Even though God was still silent, Adam could feel his approval of a job well done.

				He couldn’t wait to see the look on Eve’s face.

				***

				The look on Eve’s face was not what he expected.

				When the shelter was finally finished, he almost ran to the part of the Garden, near the centre, where Eve had been spending her days of late.

				Hardly able to contain himself, he made her promise to keep her eyes shut until he told her to open them.

				Eve had probably guessed what Adam was up to, but she played along, holding Adam’s forearm with her slender fingers, giggling when she tripped over a root. But the further they went, the quieter she became. He couldn’t help noticing a frown line that did not disappear when she opened her eyes and looked at the brand new shelter in dead silence.

				Adam was not sure why, but he was suddenly very aware of the way he was standing and of the roof of the shelter, which he now noticed was not quite straight.

				‘Um… ’ started Adam.

				‘Why did you build it all the way out here?’

				‘I… it’s a nice spot,’ he replied defensively. ‘Don’t you like it?’ Even at that point he was sure she was about to break into a smile and tell him she loved it. ‘I’ve piled bracken inside… to sleep on, it’s comfy… try it.’

				Eve didn’t move a muscle. Adam looked at his hands, they were covered in blisters and cuts from making the shelter. His head felt hot, as he tried not to get angry. He was just about to ask her what was wrong when she stated. ‘It should be in the centre of the garden, not here, why didn’t you ask me first?’

				‘Why there?’ he asked instead. ‘…so you can be close to that sliding lizard?’

				‘Serpent,’ Eve cut in, but she looked uncomfortable, and Adam could tell he’d hit on the truth. A truth.

				‘I told you not to talk to that thing, there’s something about it I don’t like.’

				‘Told me?’ Eve said dangerously, but Adam was angry now, she hadn’t even looked inside the shelter – didn’t she care that he did it for her?

				‘Yes, I told you, and you have to listen, I am your master. God told me, I rule Eden.’

				‘Master?’ Eve narrowed her eyes in a way Adam had never seen before but didn’t like the look of. ‘We are both meant to be caring for Eden and all that’s in it. Even Serpents. He created the Serpent, so it must be good.’

				‘I… .’ Adam was sure she was wrong about the Serpent, but he didn’t know how to put it. ‘I don’t know why He created the Serpent. I suppose there must be a reason, but I don’t think he did it for the same reason he created rabbits or kittens, that’s all I’m saying. Not all animals have the same purpose. God could tell us, we should ask Him.’

				‘God doesn’t always give you the answers.’

				‘What do you mean by that?’ asked Adam. For some reason, he suddenly felt uneasy.

				‘I mean He keeps things back. He doesn’t tell us everything – it stands to reason, because if He did we’d be the same as Him – His equals. I’m not sure He wants that.’

				‘What?’ Adam couldn’t believe what he was hearing. How did they get from shelters to talking about this? ‘What doesn’t He tell us?’ Adam stared at Eve but – surprisingly – she lowered her head.

				‘It’s nothing, forget I said anything.’

				‘No, what? Tell me, what has He not said?’ Adam sensed he was getting to the heart of something, why God felt distant recently… and Eve.

				‘It’s… ’ Eve looked at Adam, with concern? Sorrow? He wasn’t really sure. ‘You love Him, I know – I know I came after… but we are from the same flesh, we’re more alike than we are like God. Everything I want is what is best for us, because we’re here and we’re together… because I love you.’

				‘Tell me.’ Adam felt cold, and his voice seemed far away. Eve took a deep breath and looked at him.

				‘All right.’

				***

				He was sitting on his own staring unseeing at an ant’s nest. Adam had left Eve hours ago, after their argument, after she told him… what the Serpent had told her. She had tried to hold him back, but he had pushed her away, then strode deep into the forest.

				Through the dark night, Adam’s anger trickled away. In the small hours, when the forest was quiet and cold, the hollow left by the anger was gradually filled with a loneliness the like of which he had never felt before, even when he was on his own. He had lost Eve forever, lost God, everything was terrible. He wished he were an ant. Life would be simpler.

				Adam loved Eve so what she said was, without any question, true: for love is trust, how could it be otherwise?

				So: The Tree’s fruit is not deadly. It is the Tree of Knowing Things. If they ate its fruit, they will become like God himself, they will see with His eyes, know what He knows. But He told them not to eat the fruit – God’s word was as important to Adam as anything.

				He had never wept for true sorrow before, so he didn’t understand his tears, nor did he fully understand why everything was falling apart.

				He heard a light step behind him but did not turn. Adam felt Eve standing close to him, but there was a deep well of silence between them. Eventually, he thought of a way to step over it. He cleared his throat. ‘For the shelter, I didn’t mean it was just a nice spot… I meant to say it’s the nicest spot I know… it’s where I first saw you.’

				Adam turned. Eve had been crying, too. He looked at her for a heartbeat before she rushed up to him and gripped him fiercely.

				***

				The sun was at its highest point when Adam woke, still a bit tired from his long vigil. Sunlight streamed vertically through the leaves and the forest had never looked more mysterious or beautiful. He turned to Eve and thought the same.

				‘You are more precious to me than anything in the Garden or… ’ he searched for the right way of saying it, ‘or in my thoughts.’ Eve’s eyes fluttered open, focused and she smiled.

				‘We are one,’ she whispered, ‘you are like the seed and I am the fruit, neither can be without the other.’

				‘And God?’ This had been bothering Adam – where did He fit in – in all this?

				‘He watches over us, but I think He wants us to decide things now. Don’t you remember – before – God wanted you to ask for a companion: He knew you needed one, but God knew that the asking had to be your idea?’ Eve held Adam and looked up at him in a way he had been afraid she never would again. ‘This is the same thing, I think, God wants us to eat from the Tree. So He sent the Serpent. We’re still young, but He wants us to be more independent. He wants us to grow in knowledge. He loves us, so why not? I think this is another stepping-stone. Eden is ours, so all knowledge must be ours, too?’ Eve paused, examined Adam for a long moment and then smiled hesitantly. ‘But if you say no, then I’ll never mention it again, I promise.’ She rested her head on his shoulder, so the next part was a bit muffled, ‘I want us to be together, that’s what’s important, and I will never talk to the Serpent again, if it makes you angry. You’re right, he is a bit creepy – all that slithering about.’

				If Adam had any doubts about going against the Word of God, they were drowned out by his delight at Eve and him being close again… and by her logic. Everything in Eden was his – He did say so, after all. They fell asleep again in each other’s arms until the whisper of something sliding through dry leaves woke Adam.

				He turned to Eve and gently shook her.

				‘Wake up sleepy head, I’m starving.’

				***

				The Tree stood there in the grey light. God wasn’t there and nor was the Serpent, but Adam could feel both of them close by. Watching? Or waiting? Adam would have very much liked to turn away at that moment. Looking at Eve, she was pale and serious. He’d never seen her like this and Adam was sure that if he suggested they go back, back up the valley to where His sunlight was already touching the tops of the trees, she would be glad to go. But he could not. They’d come this far and they’d decided to do this.

				Together.

				***

				It might have been minutes later, or hours.

				Adam, red flesh of the Tree falling from his mouth, like carrion, cried out, ‘Death is everywhere! We are born, torn from womb, bathed in blood, screaming! I can see now. Life is corruption, it rots from the inside: it is slow death!’

				The instant they had bitten into the fruit, Adam and Eve’s world lurched sideways, as if to unhinge a screen that had shielded them. The rose glass shattered, and the dark Void rushed in with a profound roar that made the bones in Adam’s skull grind together. As he held his head with both his hands to stop his cranium splitting in two, the indifferent immensity of the Universe continued to pound his consciousness: black, bottomless and cold. He saw.

				Adam and Eve ran in panicked bursts through the darkest part of Eden, their thighs clawed by thorns, bellies gashed by the harsh spines of plants that grew far from their usual paths. But they went ever deeper, trying to outrun stark realities they couldn’t escape.

				As Eve stumbled through the forest, dark shadows took form and she had a clear vision of women giving birth in agony to hosts that would multiply and eventually cover Eden in smoke and grey slabs – a cacophonous hell where people lusted for more than they would ever need and raged at a cruel world that they had made brutal and base. Slowly, Eden suffocated. Eve saw herself reflected in pools of brackish water and she was ashamed that this evil would spring from her belly and would nourish itself from her suppurating breasts. She had to hide.

				Adam looked down at himself and realised he was grotesque: stinking skin with matted hair and pendulous lumps that swelled and shriveled. He was filled with frustrated anger: he deserved greatness, it was his right. But he knew it was all pointless: he would be thwarted by those he loved and mired in his own self-loathing. And he would never be free again! His greed, like a boulder, would chain him to his desires.

				Adam closed his eyes, as shameful tears of self-pity sprang up.

				A vision came to him. He was looking through the Serpent’s eyes – this see’er of the future. He found himself on an endless plain. A huge vessel flew above, its thunder making his head feel like it was being smashed apart from the inside. The booming monster of sharp angles chugged low, spewing fire and smoke, and he threw himself to the ground in terror. As it droned away into the distance, it was quiet for a moment until he looked up at a tramp of feet and saw a horde of men marching through the smoke and noise to meet another horde. As they clashed, they started to hack each other to pieces.

				Yet, somehow, in the storm of visions, Eve found Adam’s hand and they held on to each other.

				In the darkest night of the forest, as their new awareness became unbearable, they finally found God.

				‘You must leave Eden.’ God said, explaining their punishment and the hardships they would suffer – but he didn’t need to, they already knew. ‘Why did you eat the fruit?’ He asked. In truth, He knew why, but He couldn’t help Himself.

				‘The Serpent… ’ Eve started.

				‘You had a choice.’

				‘But how do we know the right choices to make?’ Adam stood beside Eve, and God saw some hope.

				‘You won’t always.’ He looked at them – dirty, afraid and ashamed – and was suddenly no longer angry. How could he be? ‘You have eaten the fruit. Within you, you now incubate the seeds of both Good and Evil. But by the fruit of your actions you will know if the choices you have made are right – and there is redemption when you take the wrong path, you can always go back. I will always forgive if you are sorry. Remember, the part of you that is pure will never die and it will return to its source when the base returns to earth.’

				‘But,’ said Adam, ‘it’s all horror now… ’

				‘No, it’s not,’ said God, ‘it’s just life – you’ll get over it.’ He let his words sink in before explaining further. ‘There’s still a lot going for Earth, and you have the tools to improve it and to solve all these wrongs – nothing is unfixable. It’s up to you what you do with your gifts. You will get stronger and wiser as you get older. But I’m not saying it will be easy, because it won’t be.’ He was silent now. They still look like children – more so now their eyes are open. But some knowledge can diminish – they are no longer innocent, He reminded Himself. And it was always coming to this. Nevertheless, God felt his heart ache for a closeness to his children that was once his crowning joy, but that now might never return. When they have sons and daughters, then they might understand, He thought.

				Before they went, He clothed them. This last direct action in Creation was His most mundane – but it was moved by pity, which came from love.
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				More time passes.

				If Adam and Eve simply endured their banishment, their offspring do better than merely survive. Seth, Enoch, Irad, Jared and a handful of others are the first Patriarchs: the Antidiluvian Giants – a race long gone. And powerful: Methuselah lives over nine hundred years.

				They have to be fearsome and strong – for everything around them, in this world outside of Eden, is huge and brutish. The Earth is still shifting, finding its place: ice sheets scour its fragile crust, molten rivers burst and seep poison gas alongside great forests whose trees are splintered by the passage of hideous beasts.

				Our forefathers, these colossal proto-humans, bring the savage world to heel with savagery. The gentle hierarchy of flora and fauna – founded by Adam and presided over with Eve in their early innocence, the Childhood of Humankind – is soon swapped for brutal suppression and a fight for survival.

				And God looks on, aghast, yet intrigued… and ever hopeful.

				Now they have mastered the world and gained dominion, what will they do? Will the sons and daughters of Adam show

				compassion? Will their rightful place at the top of the animal kingdom make them merciful?

				God watches as, instead, they turn upon one another. It seems that there isn’t a single urge or base desire these great brutes know how to suppress. Blood and lust turn them into animals – in fact, worse than any animal He can think of, even by the monstrous standards of the epoch.

				More than their appetites for destruction and physical gratification, it is their titanic pride that makes God most despairing. For some reason, they feel they need to boast about their atrocities. ‘The strong have the right to conquer!’ they claim as they carve out

				empires and construct temples to their monumental vanity.

				But He only really loses his temper when they use His name to justify these acts of evil. ‘We are as gods, given our place by God Himself,’ comes one proclamation after another, from whichever psychopath has managed to cheat and murder their way to power this time. ‘If it is God’s will we are strong, it must be His will if we crush the weak, for they are only weak because they are not favoured by God. You cannot sin if you win.’

				His word turned against Him, God’s first thought is to destroy them all – they deserve it – and start again. He raises His hand to send righteous destruction, a silent regiment of rock and packed ice, a tumbling Armageddon, churning through the cosmos, on course for Earth… but He pauses.

				His children are growing up wayward, but can you blame them? After all, they are free to do what they choose and He must accept some responsibility for that… and are they totally lost?

				So, He looks more carefully: the strutting armies, raucous orgies, and trumpeting processions followed by vain proclamations followed by more trumpeting has drowned out a truth that is easy to miss.

				There is still good in the world.

				There is Noah.

				Noah needed a drink.

				Or two.

				One of the Great Patriarchs himself (the great, great, great, great grandson of the First Man, Adam), and over six hundred years old, he already had a lot on his plate – what with trying to lead a modest life, run a farm, and keep his sons from becoming like their vacuous and vicious cousins. Added to this were all the doubts of a decent man in a world that seemed to have gone stark staring mad (and he was the only sane one in it).

				And now God was talking to him.

				So, yes – Noah definitely needed a drink.

				But he resisted the urge – as he resisted many urges – and instead, he stayed in the cool shade of his porch that overlooked his vineyard, and he listened.

				Over the course of his many years, Noah had come to appreciate that God spoke to His children in many ways: dreams, omens in the sky, the entrails of an animal, the flight of birds, the wind through the trees, the pattern of fallen leaves on water… 

				However, right now, He was being more than usually direct. And quite loud.

				‘I need you to build me a huge boat, Noah!’ Noah looked about. The voice was so clear, he half expected God to pop up from behind a bush, gesticulating. ‘And you’ll need to be quick about it!’

				‘A boat… from what?’ Noah played for time. There was a brief pause and for a moment he thought he was going to get a brusque lecture about using his initiative. Eventually, through force of habit and a desire not to get bogged down in the detail, God supplied an answer.

				‘Cedar wood.’

				Noah nodded. Cedar was light, easy to work with and there was plenty of it about. But that didn’t deal with the mammoth in the corner of the room. Here goes.

				‘May I ask why, Lord?’

				‘I should hope so! I haven’t chosen to speak to you above all others just because I want you to enjoy yourself, sailing.’

				‘Above all others, Lord?’ Like a lot of humble men, Noah had a knack for picking up on what was important.

				This time the pause was longer. Noah felt God’s presence draw back from the vineyard, as if gathering strength, and the air went very still. Then, like a legion of whispering voices, Noah heard a rushing wind coming in fast from very far away. Noah half rose in alarm as a storm sprang from nowhere and raced across the green folds of the quiet valley.

				But he was thrown back into his seat as God’s presence slammed back, in full fury, filling every space between the vast evening sky above him and the ground where he stood.

				‘LISTEN!’ The storm was God’s voice.

				The onslaught – its sheer volume – made Noah, who stood over three metres tall, fall to his prehistoric knees.

				So he listened, as the wind carried voices that rose in a swell of screams of terror so loud they blocked out all other senses, until he gasped for air and clawed at his throat as if he was drowning.

				Noah knew without a doubt that he was hearing the human cries from Hell.

				As his senses fell deeper into the Pit, he was able to decipher detail in the cacophony: the splintering of bone, screams at the cracking of joints that popped as they were twisted, the sickening noise made when raw human flesh is fried, a demon cackling, a woman reciting the sins of her life, men whimpering like frightened children.

				‘LOOK!’ God’s voice, like the mountains moving, commanded.

				The sounds faded and Noah’s vision cleared as he found himself amongst men and women writhing naked in brightly-lit rooms whilst others looked on and drank and pawed at one another or exposed themselves for others to clutch and grasp at. Noah felt deep shame, as if these scenes came from his own imagination, because seeing them gave him the stirrings of desire and he tried to cover himself.

				‘DO NOT HIDE!’ The scene shattered, as the marble floor gave way and Noah found himself sliding down a slope in a blur. In fear, he grabbed out and clutched a cold hand. The hand tore from the decaying flesh that held it and he fell again. As he did so, he realised he was sliding down a gruesome mountain of bodies.

				‘Look, for these are the murdered innocents!’ They were covered in white lime, their eyes weeping blood, tongues blackened and they shrieked soundlessly as the caustic powder ate their flesh. Noah closed his eyes but the vision only became more real.

				‘Lord–’

				‘Sseee!’ This was not God’s voice now, it was The Serpent and Noah felt fear like none other.

				He saw crushed fledgling states: their men, women and even some children mounted on spikes around breached walls. They juddered as their battered bodies slid further down the splintering shafts and then their howls no longer sounded human. He saw slaves who ran have their legs broken to pulp, then pegged to nests of termites. A father blinded with thorns given a toy wooden sword and set loose in an arena of jeering crowds as his wife was defiled by troops. A child, tied to the horns of a bull, a nest of hornets strapped to its belly. A flayed man walking through a desert, stumbling through sand, no skin on his body, no eyelids, nor lips. A newborn wailing as it was tossed on a fire – for sacrifice or sport, it was impossible to tell… the images of barbarity filled his every sense until Noah covered his face and ears and sniveled like a child.

				‘Lord, please make it stop.’

				‘OH, I SHALL,’ God’s voice was now the clashing of continents.

				Before the devastating visions released him, Noah found himself looking from a high mountain. He watched in stupefaction as a colossal rock struck the Earth and darkness rolled out like burning pitch to cover the sky from end to end as storms raged… and the waters rose.

				‘You and your family must gather as many of the animals as you can. The vessel you will build will rescue Humanity, for you are all that’s left that is good and true to me.’

				‘And the others?’ Noah could hardly get the words out.

				‘Everything must die… and return to me for judgment.’

				***

				And so Noah did what he was commanded. What else could he do?

				Just a moon cycle after the terrible visitation, Noah was walking over the flat ground where the Ark – as God had called it – was pegged out, ready for building. The word sounded odd, but God explained it meant both shelter and also a place where God would always be present – the same as saying He would be with them when the Great Purge finally happened. It wasn’t much, but Noah found he looked for comfort wherever he could these days.

				Flanked by his precious vines, with the house at his back – its stone glowing a warm pink in the sunset – Noah wondered if the annihilation really would come, if this was not all some kind of test. But the human atrocities he saw in the visions still haunted him, even in the calm pleasantness of the evening – so he could see why God felt he should scour the Earth of the monsters humankind had become, nevertheless… 

				‘It’s immense. Will it even float?’ Noah turned from his distressing thoughts and smiled vaguely at his wife, Emzara, who linked her arm in his.

				‘He gave me the measurements, so I suppose so. But it’s the largest vessel ever built, even larger than any of the great Halls: over five hundred great strides long and seventy across. And almost as high again… ’ Noah tried to sound confident, but he couldn’t keep the unease from his tone.

				‘A floating temple,’ said Emzara, looking up, as if it was already there, ‘we’ll be safe, we have to trust Him.’ She squeezed his arm and Noah wondered if there was ever really a time Emzara wasn’t there. ‘And I trust you.’ A time that mattered, anyway.

				‘It will be three stories high – to represent Heaven, the Underworld and Earth – a small world within a world that will be gone… He was so angry.’ And Noah was surprised when Emzara reached up and gently brushed his cheek. He hadn’t realised he had been crying.

				***

				‘It has to be three hundred cubits long, fifty cubits wide and thirty cubits high,’ explained Noah to his three sons: Shem, Ham and Japheth.

				Shem nodded obediently: he took it as his responsibility to agree with his father in all things – perhaps because he is the eldest, thought Noah. Ham, on the other hand, shook his head, as if he was already spotting flaws in Noah’s design, but didn’t say anything. One day, he will scorn me, he will not be able to keep his disapproval of his father silent and I will have to react as a Patriarch, not as a father who still loves his son in spite of our differences.

				Japheth grinned good-naturedly. It was all going to be a big adventure.

				‘What’s a cubit anyway?’ he asked. Ham thumped his arm.

				***

				Once the work got going his father seemed to worry less. Although the youngest by several years, Japheth – Jay, for short – was expected to put in a full day: and some.

				Rising just before dawn, his first chore was to chivvy the kitchen fire into life and warm some goat’s milk. That task taken care of, he would go outside to watch as the first light filled the valley below. His father had told him that this was the time of day for reflection and to give thanks to God for a new day. Jay didn’t know about that, but he enjoyed the quiet, away from his brothers, and it was a good time to get his head around stuff: to balance out what was expected of him and what he wanted to do.

				As far as Jay was concerned, if you were going to do something, you might as well figure out a way to enjoy it at the same time. That just made sense.

				Ham, his older brother and the closest to him in age, reckoned this summed up everything that was wrong about his younger brother who – as far as he was concerned – was obviously a complete lightweight and spoiled. So what, thought Jay, on the rare occasions he wasted time thinking about what Ham thought.

				Anyway, everyone knew that Shem was the favourite.

				***

				The sun was glaring balefully, like the eye of a monster, when Jay stopped his sawing and made his way towards the house for lunch. As he sauntered up the track, he wiped the sweat off his face, then looked at his hands: they had become bony and calloused, something which he was oddly proud off. Honest hands, his father would have called them. ‘You can tell a lot about a person by studying their hands,’ he would say, ‘…soft hands wear silk gloves: to hide the blood on them.’ His father liked to use mundane observations to set up some sort of heavy moral point. Jay enjoyed the observations – say, about being able to judge someone by the state of their hands – without the lesson, but that was parents for you, he guessed.

				He was lucky, though, he had to admit. His cousins by the line of Cain were as pitiless as they were rich, weaned by indifferent parents and forebears on jealousy and cruelty – as if the harsher one was, the more deserving of success and general admiration you were. Jay shuddered, in spite of the searing midday heat. If the payoff to untold riches and unimaginable power was a knife in the belly whilst you slept off the latest feast, he’d choose the easy life in a heartbeat. This was another one of his father’s observations, with Jay’s own spin on it.

				Damn, he was thirsty.

				Jay stretched his back and squinted, checking the hills around the house for animals. Lately, it was almost as if they could sense something was coming and that the key to survival was this huge, unfinished structure that lay halfway up a hill, its exposed ribs making it look like the carcass of a huge sea creature.

				Large, and very strong, Noah and his family were more than a match for the hunting tigers and packs of wolves that were a permanent feature of their lives. But they were all wary of the ancient beasts, the scaled dragons, some of whom were big (and stupid) enough to smash their precious Ark.

				‘Are we going to have to make room for the dragons, too?’ Jay had asked his mother a few days earlier.

				‘Um,’ she’d said non-committally, ‘perhaps some of the less… lively ones.’

				Emzara was to be in charge of collecting the animals, in breeding pairs, for the voyage. She’d already made a start and they now had a braying, mooing, grunting and roaring cacophony in stalls they had built near the house. Sleep was becoming a luxury.

				‘So nothing that’s likely to eat us?’

				His mother patted his arm. ‘You’re too smelly.’

				***

				‘Before It happens, you are to be married, Japheth.’ Noah looked steadily at his son and Jay couldn’t stop himself from blushing. So he looked at his feet. Sometimes Jay wasn’t sure if he liked being the baby of the family or not – but now it seemed his days of getting away with being irresponsible were coming to an end. He was fifteen, after all. However, the only women he knew at all well were his mother and his brothers’ wives, so he seriously wondered who his father had in mind.

				His father stared out into the distance in silence and Jay joined him – as if his new wife was just about to appear on the horizon. On a camel or something.

				His father got lost in his thoughts a lot these days, so Jay decided to take the initiative.

				‘Have you, um, found someone?’ Please don’t let it be the daughter of the herder in the next valley. She never smiled and had the sort of hands that had hairy knuckles. They weren’t rich and her father wasn’t a Patriarch, but Noah had some funny ideas about rank.

				‘Her name is Iffat,’ said his father, still looking at the horizon. Perhaps she really was on her way over. That would be just like his father, to put off telling him until the last minute – so as not give Jay time to argue his way out. Iffat, did he know her? The name was weirdly familiar. ‘She comes from a good family – they are farmers, too.’ Jay nearly piped up that boat builders might have been a better choice, but he was trying to take things more seriously these days. Iffat… Iffat? ‘They came to stay once, when you were small, you played together.’

				That was it. Jay had a memory of frizzy hair and freckled arms. Not a bad start. He cleared his throat because it felt cloggy.

				‘When will I meet her?’

				‘You will be married in seven days.’

				Not what I asked, Jay thought.

				***

				The Ark was starting to attract the wrong sort of attention. Summer had given way to autumn and the days shortened, but that didn’t stop people making a day trip of it: mainly to come and laugh at the religious nut Patriarch who was building a giant boat halfway up a mountain.

				‘You do know the nearest sea is over four days away?’ was the most common remark.

				‘Six, at least,’ Noah would reply equably.

				When asked why he was building it, his father would only say, ‘Stop sinning. God loves you, ask him for forgiveness and you will be saved. It’s very simple.’

				‘What’s that got to do with a boat and your God?’ Was the question that came back more often than not.

				‘Our God,’ Noah would smile, which really pissed a lot of people off but it usually ended the discussion. However, today’s tourist was dirty and already very angry. He’d come a long way.

				‘My wife was murdered by our neighbour over an argument about a watering hole and my son died of a disease that took six days to kill him. So God can fuck off.’

				Jay found their rage understandable and nonsensical at the same time: people denied God existed, but they were also angry with Him. As the months passed, he came to see it as very human. Today, Noah tried to deflect anger with sympathy.

				‘I’m sorry,’ he replied, looking at his huge hands and then into the man’s eyes. ‘I truly am, but know this… ’ and some steel entered his voice, reminding everyone listening that he was still a Patriarch and therefore to take care, ‘…God does not stab people over an argument, that madness is upon us: people kill people. Look what a simple man can achieve.’ He gestured at the Ark and looked thoughtful. ‘…you know,’ he murmured, ‘one day I think we will be able to do anything: build ships far more magnificent than this, to go places we can only imagine; and not just things: we could construct systems of thought and machines of justice so that people do not need to resort to violence to get what is theirs by right, even if they are poor. Perhaps we will even be able to conquer illness. We have all the tools: in our hands, minds and hearts. It is our choice.’

				But his speech didn’t do any good, as Jay could have told him for free. The man who had lost his wife spat at Noah’s feet and walked off.

				***

				He was partly embarrassed that his father didn’t seem to mind making a fool of himself but a small part of him was proud of him for the same reason. Ham just got angry. Noah caught him one day giving some Ark tourists a good kicking.

				Noah strode over and snatched the plank of wood Ham was using as a satisfyingly noisy club.

				‘What?’ Ham asked indignantly. ‘They destroyed a lathe, and they said the Ark was the work of evil, so I was beating them up for us and for God.’

				Noah scowled. The vandals thought he was going to start on them – he was holding the wooden stave, after all – so they picked themselves up and ran as fast as they could down the hill. His father watched them go, then turned to Jay’s older brother.

				‘Ham, search anything He has ever said: every message, every scripture – even the stories – and you will find He has never once asked anyone to resort to violence in His name.’

				***

				The months mounted up. In the end, the Ark took several years to build. Huge food stores made up some of the ballast and, with nothing else left to do, they loaded the animals.

				Emzara had Shem, Ham and Jay working all hours making stalls for the animals to her specifications, each one different to suit what would be housed there. The darkened lower deck was to contain the night creatures, the burrowers, and the timid; in the middle they made boxes for the hooved animals on one side and copper cages for the predators, divided by a thick partition wall down the middle. The upper floor was a marvel: a huge, netted cathedral lit by hatches that would be closed in foul weather, but open at other times. This was for the birds and the insects they would feed off. And smaller reptiles.

				On the deck above was the bridge, the living quarters for the family and more grain stores.

				A vast tiller only Noah had the strength to use had been fixed to the stern to steer – but there was no sail. God was clear about that.

				Yet, even when the calking to make the bottom watertight was finished, there was still no sign of the Armageddon father promised.

				Jay and Iffat got a dog, Kaz – a daft mongrel Noah didn’t seem to like one bit – and they used that as an excuse to move out of the main house and into one Jay had used his hard-learned carpentry skills to build further up the hill.

				Away from the bloody Ark.

				He still didn’t really buy the fact he was an adult yet, and married life to Iffat felt like a childish game: as if her father would come by one day and take her back and Jay could go home and enjoy his mother’s cooking. Iffat cooked everything like she was trying to give it a funeral.

				This evening he looked at the cremated lump of goat’s meat on his plate and wondered if he could risk giving it to Kaz: however, there was every chance the dog wouldn’t eat it and Jay would be left no option but to pick it back off the floor and finish it himself. Or he could chuck it out of the window. He would just need to distract Iffy… but she beat him to it.

				‘Your mother came by today.’

				A distant alarm bell clanged through the habitual fog in Jay’s head.

				As a family they all got on, generally. This was mainly thanks to his older brother Shem and his mother, both of whom basically set the tone – ‘Chilled, Unless Piss Was Taken’, Jay called it – whilst their dad went about doing His Bidding. However, since the Ark had been finished and – more to the point – since no sweeping annihilation had come, there had been some prickly moments.

				On top of their list, Iffy wanted to move: Jay guessed that meant move closer to her parents. Being part of a family that got laughed at by strangers everyday was one thing but Iffy wasn’t exactly an animal lover, and Emzara had just assumed from day one that she would be delighted to help out with the ever-growing zoo that now filled the Ark. Since Noah had ordered that breeding pairs be kept apart (until ‘It’ came), the noise of animals wanting to mate with each other had become unbearable.

				But his parents had forbidden Jay and Iffy leaving the compound. They must remain close. They had to – whatever was coming could come at any moment.

				‘Oh, er… is Mum OK?’ Jay masked his disquiet by making a show of crunching into his charcoaley dinner.

				‘I don’t think she believes this terrible destruction will ever come.’

				‘Did she say that?’ Jay was shocked. Iffy was busy tucking into her own portion with gusto.

				‘Not really, but she said she would try and persuade your father to let us get a place of our own, somewhere else, if nothing happens in the next couple of moon cycles.’ She studied Jay as her chewing slowed. ‘That’s good, right?’

				‘Yeah, sure,’ Jay replied breezily on instinct, then did rethought and added, ‘it would be good to get some space of our own. To grow.’ Iffy smiled. Right answer. Jay congratulated himself: being married was a cinch – Ham made such a fuss and Shem was so serious about it all. ‘The Old Man is probably going to come around to the fact that this was all a test.’

				‘Don’t you think he’ll be upset?’

				‘What, that we’re not nearly all going to die horribly?’

				‘No, you big idiot… that people will laugh – say he really is mad.’

				Jay frowned. He hated the mockery – his dad had his faults, but he had always been kind to them as children and Jay had never known him not keep his word. Unlike Ham, he admired Noah.

				‘I guess they can’t laugh any more than they do right now and, say what you like about the Ark, it’s pretty impressive: bonkers, but brilliant. No, I think Dad will be all right, things will gradually go back to normal, as normal as can be if you have a giant ship outside your house. Mum’ll let the animals go quietly and we’ll get our own place. It’ll be great: sunshine and giggles… there was never anything to worry about, after all. Woo Hoo!’

				‘Ye- ’ Iffy open her mouth to say something but stopped short because a very loud splitting noise filled the room and dust billowed out from the walls. Jay made a grab for Iffy, to drag her to the door but, just as quickly as it came, the noise stopped.

				The dust settled and they looked about: the floor, the walls and the ceiling of their home now had a large crack in it – at least a hand across.

				They looked at each other and silently agreed that what had just happened felt like an omen. Jay shook the debris out of his hair and laughed nervously. ‘Creepy,’ he said.

				That night, Jay and Iffy opted to stay back at the main house, both squashed into his old bed chamber. The next morning Jay got up at first light to go to work, went downstairs to light the fire… and stopped dead in his tracks.

				Through the morning gloom, the horizon was lit angry pink: pillars of black smoke wound into the dawn grey air above. It had been an omen after all: acid flooded his empty stomach because it was clear something terrible was happening.

				***

				‘It’s war and it’s everywhere,’ said Noah.

				They had been so wrapped up in the Ark they had somehow missed news of the harvest that failed and the famine that followed. A famine that had spilled over into violence. A violence that started from house to house, then spread from village to village and locked the city states into a bitter conflict that ground on through the hard winter. Conflict, brought about by hunger, where the defenceless starved in the frozen wastes.

				Noah immediately decided to go down with Shem to see if he could help, but found only desolation. As the weather got warmer, survivors did appear – but they were little more than raiders who tried to break into Noah’s compound and steal the livestock.

				Fighting them off was easy: they were sick. The plague spread, wiping out the aggressors who had survived the war through savagery.

				‘Everyone has blood on their hands; there are no innocents left.’ Noah looked at his own hands and frowned. As ever, he found the barbarity of his fellow man bewildering more than anything. They stayed close as a family now, eating and sleeping in the main house, only going to the Ark and patrolling the fences.

				Tonight was no different.

				Jay heard a scuffing on the doorstep as Kaz jumped up with a short bark.

				Shem burst through the door. He had been away for days: they had a surplus of grain and Noah was insistent they did not stockpile. He looked worn out to Jay. Everyone looked tired.

				‘How did it go?’ Jay asked. Shem looked at his brother, his eyes softening a fraction.

				‘We did what we could.’

				‘What about the other Patriarchs?’ Ham’s wife, Na’e, was pregnant and the child was making her ill. Ham’s occasional frown was now a permanent feature.

				‘Hunkered down behind their walls,’ said Shem. ‘Since the plague, they’re letting no one in. Nor out.’

				‘I saw a cloud moving strangely in the East,’ Noah looked up, addressing his eldest son, as if he’d only just noticed he was there. Shem nodded.

				‘That’s why I came back.’ He took a bag from a fold in his robe and spilled the contents on the table. Everyone considered the pile of black, angular corpses.

				‘I’ve never seen locusts that big,’ Jay was disgusted, then intrigued, then alarmed. ‘You mean that’s the cloud?’

				‘They’re eating anything that’s left, even feeding on corpses.’

				‘The end is coming,’ Noah said, looking at them all.

				Jay felt sick.

				***

				The weather turned cold again after that and their surplus of grain began to dwindle.

				‘We’re going to have to stop feeding the animals soon, or eat some,’ said Ham.

				‘That’s not your decision,’ said his mother, probably more sharply than she meant. Ham looked like he was about to answer back but, in the end, he just marched off. Na’e wasn’t getting any better, she was sick almost all the time and losing weight. They all were.

				***

				But then, by degrees, after the pestilence and the wars had swept through the region, things began to get better.

				The weather improved and self-seeded crops began to grow in fields. The Patriarchs issued long, boastful decrees that God had tried to destroy them but failed. They were too strong, they were in charge now, not Him. This was their world.

				Noah had never seemed more isolated. Or absurd.

				Jay and Iffy patched up the cottage and moved back in, enjoying the warm weather and the gradual lifting of spirits around them.

				‘So it didn’t happen like God told your father,’ Iffy said one evening as they were relaxing on the porch.

				‘No,’ murmured Jay, ‘he’s lost what was left of his reputation, but I suppose the Ark did its job, in a way: we saved those animals and we stayed together. That’s looking on the bright side.’ He scratched Kaz’s ear, who made a contented yawny noise.

				‘Personally, I’m glad it’s over, I’m glad we’re OK, too. I know that sounds selfish – your father wouldn’t approve,’ said Iffy.

				‘Nah, he might be a bit unworldly, but he is human, he understands that when we fear, we are not at our best. But fear should never define us.’

				Iffy sat forward and looked at him.

				‘Blimey, Jay – that almost sounded like you’re growing up.’

				He put his arm around Iffy and felt happy.

				‘That’s pretty,’ mumbled Iffy, her voice indistinct on his shoulder.

				‘What is?’

				‘That star there, it’s got a tail.’ Jay looked over but, before he could answer, a scream – long and strangulated – came from the main house.

				***

				Shem met them at the door. ‘The baby is coming,’ he said in his calm way that could sometimes be infuriating but was welcome tonight. He looked over Jay’s shoulder. ‘Our mother may need your help, Iffat… Na’e is finding it hard.’ Iffy suddenly looked about twelve to Jay: she probably knew about as much about delivering babies as she did looking after animals, or building ships. But she nodded and went in. Jay stayed outside with his brother. After a few moments, his eyes got used to the dark and he saw the distinctive outline of his father sitting at the side of the house with another silhouette, which he assumed was Ham.

				Neither had said a word, but the tension in the air was almost a thing he could reach out and touch. Instinctively, Jay went and sat next to his father.

				Another scream, louder than the last and longer.

				And so they waited as Na’e’s cries battered their fraying nerves.

				Jay never knew a longer night.

				As it began to get light, a howl like a terrified animal broke their resolve and the men ran to the bed chamber.

				***

				The room reeked of vomit, sweat and something unpleasantly metallic… blood: the distilled essence of human pain. One look at the terror on Na’e’s face confirmed Jay’s fears: the ordeal wasn’t over. Iffy stood in the corner of the chamber, ghost pale staring at his mother who laid the baby on the bed and rubbed its tiny ribcage vigorously. The room went still and they watched… 

				A small breath, an inhalation so slight and shivering, enough for Jay to feel hope… but then the tiny baby exhaled, a whisper, no more than that, yet sufficient to propel her soul from her body: on the first that was her last.

				‘No!’ cried Na’e. But Jay knew it was so.

				Noah moved forward to say something, just as a detonation – like a colossal discharge of thunder – slammed into the Earth. It forced all air from the room, and they were thrown sideways as the whole world seemed to be shunted to one side.

				For God had kept his word… and nothing would ever be the same again.

			

		

	
		
			
				5: The Flood
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				They stumbled out into the cold early morning gloom and stared in traumatised silence at a second sunrise: baleful and bloody in the south, like the maw of a huge, fire-breathing beast. The massive impact they felt had caused the earth to split and it belched molten rock in colossal arterial surges that could be seen even from that great distance.

				‘The star,’ Iffy said, ‘it was that falling star that caused this.’

				‘It plunged into the heart of Old Eden: the Great Destruction has come,’ said Noah, ‘Emzara, wrap the poor child’s body in linen. We will mourn her later, I give you my word. Ham, bring Na’e to the Ark and make her comfortable, tell her she is safe, then come and help with the animals. We have no time!’

				Jay could hardly drag his terrified stare from the far horizon: he felt beaten with grief from the ordeal of what had just happened in the bedchamber and frozen with panic in the face of this destruction. It was as if God’s fist had slammed into the paradise He’d created: lashing out in righteous anger. Somehow the two events seemed linked… he tried to move his feet but couldn’t.

				Shem gripped his arm. Very hard. ‘Brother, move!’

				‘I… ’ Jay thought he was about to cry. Or puke.

				‘Japheth,’ Shem, a head taller, hauled him upright. ‘Father said we will mourn later. Sometimes you just have to blank it out, get on with things. This is now. MOVE!’ Jay nodded mutely, took a step forward. ‘Breathe!’ He took a shuddering breath, as he was told, took more steps, more breath and felt his mind focus.

				‘I’ll check the hatches,’ Jay managed to croak. The skies began to darken. He looked up and saw a huge cloud of smoke and dust roll out from the south, forced up into the atmosphere then beaten forward by the volcanic eruptions. Soon it would cover the whole sky.

				Jay started to run.

				An aftershock made him stumble as he got to the top of the gangplank, but he kept his footing. Just. The first thing he did was to check the ropes holding it in place, worried that more earth tremors would dislodge their only way into the Ark. They felt secure, so Jay turned his attention to the hatches. There were over fifty, and the mundane act of closing each one gave him time to calm down, which was just as well – they were now working in a sort of menacing twilight as the dust cloud billowed and pulsated overhead like a living thing: like the underbelly of a leviathan.

				Hatches closed, he found Iffy and his mother working to calm the animals who sensed this was not any old storm: that something was seriously wrong. This mainly involved giving the predators food, as they were programmed to forget about anything else if there was something to be devoured, and calming the gentler creatures with soft words.

				‘It’s coming!’ Noah’s voice from above was somehow fearful and triumphant at the same time.

				Everyone raced to the upper deck and looked as a glut of fire, taller than any mountain, lit up the horizon from end to end, revealing a great wave that appeared black in the unnatural murk and stood so high it parted the dust clouds as it swept in towards the coast in the distance.

				‘It will destroy all the smaller ships on the coast,’ murmured Shem as Jay stood open-mouthed, finally understanding the purpose of the Ark: they were high in the mountains and the wave would have lost some of its deadly power by the time it reached them. But reach them it would. Very soon – and when it did it could still smash them to pieces.

				‘We must ride it out!’ he shouted. ‘We need to cut the guide lines!’ It began to rain, huge drops laden with black ash and dust as they grabbed whatever cutting tools they could and ran from post to post along the decks.

				Another giant burst of fire from Old Eden showed the tsunami – which accelerated, swelling up from the coast – instantly swamping the flatlands.

				Kaz!

				His dog’s name jumped into his head as Jay cut his last rope. He would be back at the cottage. How could he have forgotten? But Jay knew how – everything had happened too fast, all their plans, their drills for when It came had barely bought them enough time to react when the star hit.

				He turned to Iffy. ‘Kaz’s locked up at home, I have to go back!’

				Iffy shook her head. ‘What? No! Are you mad? He was never coming with us and there isn’t time!’ Jay squinted through the wholly unnatural gloom: the wave was swallowing up the foothills now. And Jay made the most stupid decision of his shortish life.

				‘Yes, there is.’

				Before Iffy could stop him, he tore off towards the gangplank, but could see his father and Shem had already got there and were untying it, blocking his way.

				‘No!’ his father called and nearly managed to grab Jay as he leapt onto the gunwale and sprang across the gap, landing several feet down the gangplank, skidding and nearly toppling over the lip in a fall that would have killed him instantly.

				‘Jay!’ his father bellowed in panicked anger.

				Jay didn’t have time to reply, didn’t have time to turn, as he ran down the rough wood planking and across the courtyard.

				The rain made headway almost impossible and he was caked in black sludge when he got to the door. He kicked it open and Kaz barked in alarm then ran at him as he recognised his master.

				‘Good boy!’ Jay scooped his dog up and ran back into the deluge.

				He could no longer see more than a few feet in front of him, so Jay had to trust his instincts to lead him down to where he guessed the gangplank was.

				If it was still there.

				He was sprinting with the dog in his arms when he hit the side of the Ark, before he saw it. Hard. Falling dazed, he let go of Kaz, who ran off, terrified.

				‘No!’ Jay stumbled up, arms flaying, filthy rain blinding him and tried to follow but he slipped and hit his head again. Lightning flashed cold, unforgiving silver and the last thing Jay saw before he fell unconscious was the wave, almost upon them and people, hundreds of bent shapes, fleeing up the hill, towards the Ark.

				There was no sign of his dog, anywhere.

				***

				Jay woke with one of the worst headaches of his life, an unfamiliar – horrible – sense of motion, and the feeling he was in a lot of trouble.

				‘You’re in a lot of trouble.’ Iffy’s face swam into view. There was an unpleasant but familiar smell.

				And it was licking his hand.

				Kaz! In spite of everything, Jay smiled vaguely. It had been worth it. ‘If I were you, I’d keep out of your father’s way for a bit.’

				Jay opened his mouth to say something but bile rose in his throat. He swallowed it back down and groaned.

				‘I haven’t forgiven you either; what the hell were you thinking?’ Iffy punched his arm and Jay saw she was exhausted.

				‘Sorry,’ he said and really meant it. Jay always knew he could be an idiot, but this really put him in a class of his own. ‘How did I get back on board the Ark?’

				‘Your father,’ said Iffy, ‘but Kaz knew where to find you – that’s literally the only reason the dog’s on board.’

				***

				The storms continued to batter the Ark. Time became divided – if not measured – between work, exhaustion, sleep and then more of the same work. There was no day or night, just black cloud and freezing winds. Everyone, including many of the animals, was sick.

				Everyone, that was, except Noah, who never seemed to sleep or even rest. His huge frame was in constant motion, checking the Ark, sweeping up muck and worse, repairing damage that had been caused by debris from the Great Wave hitting the ship. Emzara, suffering in grim silence from worry, grief, fatigue and motion sickness, fed the animals, and cared for the ones who had been injured in the storms. Even so, breeding pairs were lost: the Fenrir wolves went mad in the turbulence and turned on one another; a golden crow was found dead on the floor of the upper deck, probably from shock; and, worst of all, the winged horse mare had broken her pelvis when The Wave hit. Emazara had tried to calm her with draughts of valerian but the poor animal was terrified in such an enclosed space, mad with pain and eventually Noah had to open an artery in her neck and hold the struggling animal as she whinnied, kicked and eventually went still. As he stumbled from the box, Jay, who was coming in the other direction with a bucket of slop, pretended not to notice his tears.

				He might have tried to comfort him, but his father still hadn’t said a word to his youngest son.

				To make matters worse, the weather was glacial and the rain turned into grey snow that needed to be constantly cleared from a deck that had become ice-clad and treacherous. Shem had gone out in a squall with Jay and would have gone overboard if Jay had not managed to grab his sodden robes and haul him back from the side.

				Emzara was grateful, as was Shem’s wife, Sedeq, but Noah still said nothing to him. However, his father could not ignore Na’e’s request for a burial for the dead baby girl she and Ham had named Sabba.

				Sedeq made a coracle for little Sabba’s body from straw, and they launched it in a ceremony that was cold, squally and miserable.

				Then they went inside and sat around the table in the galley in silence.

				The atmosphere built until Jay became aware that the feeling had shifted from exhausted misery to something that felt threatening. Jay looked around: it was coming from Ham. His brother stared angrily at his father.

				‘So that’s God’s plan?’

				Ham’s voice was quiet, like the eye of the storm but his features were tight and furious.

				‘Ham, no,’ Emzara put her hand on her son’s forearm, but snatched it away as if she’d burned herself. She had felt what Jay sensed, that Ham had been building to this for days. Jay thought grief like that is a kind of madness. He felt the muscles tighten in his neck. Only Noah remained steady, his gaze on Ham full of concern but unwavering.

				‘For everything we have done, for all the ridicule, our blind faith and years of work… a dead child is our reward,’ Ham’s voice got louder. Noah sat down and rested his hands on the table.

				‘Just because we follow the path He has laid for us, does not mean He will make everything easy.’ He sighed. ‘Take it from me, His way is usually harder.’

				‘Oh, don’t preach to me like a holy man, talk to me like a father for once… hasn’t it dawned on you yet, even at your age, this world is nothing but a tomb – everything in it dies!’

				‘But first it lives, and that is the miracle,’ said Noah but Ham looked furious. Jay looked from his father to his brother. Jay was usually a little scared of Ham – and never more so than now – but he would not let him strike his father.

				‘It’s no miracle, it’s a punishment – He shows us love, He shows us what life could be like… then He takes it away, like a jealous maniac!’

				‘Ham… ’ Na’e moved out of the shadow, where she’d been sitting in mute misery. She could barely muster up more than a whisper since that night but her voice somehow cut across Ham’s raging. She stared about her as if seeing them all for the first time, her eyes large and grey, her face pale. She’s my age, thought Jay, but her grief made her look far younger. She tried to smile at Ham and Jay felt his heart go out to her, then she leant against the rough wooden table and swallowed. ‘I’ve thought of nothing else since it happened and I know I’ll have a dark stone in my body where hers lay until the day I die.’ She wiped the tears on her face, as if they were a distraction. ‘But I also know this: Sabba was whole. Her perfection, her innocence, was so obvious, so… real it can’t have come from nowhere. That type of beauty we are sometimes so lucky to see in this world can’t just be by accident. God gives us the ability to recognise perfection because He means the best for us.’

				‘But it can’t survive.’ Ham was still glaring at Noah. ‘Everything good dies. We might as well have wallowed in riches like the other great families, we could have at least reigned supreme, felt like gods ourselves for a time. Dominion and conquest is the only thing that counts in this senseless construct your god has forced on us all.’

				‘And where are they now?’ Na’e’s voice became stronger, forcing Ham to turn and face her not his father. ‘Show me these boastful madmen now. I thought innocence was a fragile thing until that terrible night, but I know now that nothing is more powerful: our love for our child has already outlasted all of them. And I also know this: we’ll be remembered far longer than the Patriachs and their palaces and their pride. There is a great truth… Sabba taught us the most important thing of all: the purity of a tiny child is an elemental force, it gets to the heart of what every human reveres – beauty and what is beautiful strikes awe into even the most vile and cynical, just by being.’

				‘But we cannot have her to love; that’s all we wanted!’ Ham looked like his heart was breaking as Na’e went over and held onto her husband tightly… and the tension left the room. Jay realised, there and then, that the bonds we make are what binds the world.

				‘Oh, Ham, her being with us… her being, however brief and however painful, makes us love more, not less. That’s got to be good, surely?’

				Ham turned his face as if there was shame in tears.

				Jay, who felt like they were intruding, looked out of the window.

				And, through the broiling cloud and spiteful, frozen rain he saw something he’d begun to wonder might be gone from the world forever – a flash of silver light: a break in the sheer dreariness, with a dab of blue sky behind it.

				***

				After thirty more days, the snow turned to sleet, then to rain, to drizzle and died out. The intervals between winds that drove the waves into the side of the Ark became longer until the sea eventually flattened and the air warmed.

				Jay and, more importantly, Jay’s clothes, felt dry for the first time since The Deluge.

				The animals and the family had reached an uneasy truce with the Ark, but Jay started to spend all his brief windows of spare time on deck looking out for land. His father had the bizarre idea of sending out doves: quite what he expected them to do when they found dry land was beyond Jay. They never came back.

				‘Poor things,’ remarked Emzara and Noah looked guilty.

				There was no sail on the Ark and Jay asked his father if they should make one, otherwise they could be going around in circles forever.

				‘He will show us the way,’ his father said piously.

				Well, He better hurry up, thought Jay, though he refrained from mentioning that thought out loud. ‘Has God spoken to you again?’ Jay asked instead: for a while now, he had been secretly hoping his father was in contact with God on a semi-regular basis.

				By way of an answer, his father scowled.

				***

				On top of everything else, food was running low and the water that surrounded them was undrinkable.

				‘I’m not sure I could drink it even if it didn’t taste so salty,’ Iffy confided in Jay, ‘I can’t bear to think of all those drowned people and creatures decomposing under the surface… ’ she shuddered. ‘It’s probably poisoned.’

				That didn’t stop them from fishing – or at least trying to. Most of what they did catch was bony and inedible and it was never going to be enough to feed everyone – and everything – on board.

				Water ran dangerously low and the last grain store had three corners visible, with just a small heap at the end.

				Noah sent out a raven, which also never returned.

				It felt like summer now and Shem said he had counted over one hundred days since the rain had stopped. Ironically, now all they could think about was having enough to drink and Jay found he wished the rain would come back. He dreamt of huge pitchers of cold water to gulp down, mountain streams, so cold they made your teeth ache, buckets of ice. Jay also knew they would also have to start eating some of the starving animals if this went on much longer, but he could see that that suggestion would have to come from his mother, or Noah himself.

				He woke very early one morning. Kaz was licking his fingers and whining. Jay’s head ached from dehydration, and it was stuffy below, so he went up on deck before he was due to start work. This morning he would be feeding what little they had left to the animals who now just stood listlessly in the stifling heat of their stalls: uncomprehending as to why they had swapped freedom for this, or – as Ham might put it – a quick death for a slow one.

				Jay rested his head on the bulwark, letting the cool of the wood soothe his headache a little. Kaz, who had joined him, sat there with his tail thumping tentatively on the deck in case Jay had any food in his pockets. ‘Sorry, pup,’ Jay mumbled, ‘if I had any dog treats, I’d be eating them myself.’ His mouth felt clogged and tasted awful, so he tried to spit. Nothing came but his head pounded all the more. Water ration was not for hours and even then, half a cup, down in two gulps always left him thirstier than ever – it felt more like torture.

				Later he should probably try to fish – any fresh food was better than nothing and it might take his mind off things – but frankly he couldn’t be arsed right now. Jay suddenly felt uncharacteristically bad-tempered. This was crap, everything was crap and it would probably stay that way, or most probably get a lot worse. He thumped the wood in front of him and something tore. Jay looked at his hand: he’d somehow caught the edge, and his nail had half ripped from his finger. It didn’t hurt much now, but it was one of those things that would snag for days, until he eventually pulled the nail off. Blood welled up, as tears probably would have – if he’d been less dehydrated.

				‘Argh, f-,’ but something caught Jay’s eye. Something in the air.

				***

				‘Proof!’ Noah, his skin hanging from his starving limbs, his largeness diminished, smiled through cracked lips. ‘There’s land… after the Deluge, the waters would always recede… in time.’ The olive leaf the dove had returned with in its pink beak looked tiny between Noah’s great fingers: insignificant. But Noah obviously thought differently.

				‘It is good news indeed,’ said Emzara loyally, but Jay could tell it was more because Noah was happy than she really

				believed they were saved – the leaf could have come from a floating branch, in any case.

				‘Children,’ Noah looked at them all mock-gravely. ‘I know people say I’m absurd, and I know you must agree with them sometimes – all the time! I am an old fool… but,’ he raised his finger and grinned, ‘a jester’s wisdom is a powerful thing, for there is truth in many jests, and faith in laughter. All jokes are joyous leaps into the unknown, for laughter can quickly turn to scorn – and that’s the key!’ His eyes sparkled. He warmed to his theme and Jay, who didn’t really know what he was going on about, nonetheless felt some of his father’s enthusiasm rubbing off, ‘Good humour and faith… ’ Noah smiled again but his eyes looked sad all of a sudden… ‘and sacrifice, too.’ He tailed off, ‘That’s all you need.’

				***

				Jay was fast asleep when the Ark finally hit ground, so he completely missed the sense of occasion. And it was dark, so they had no idea where they were – and nor was it an especially joyous or comforting sensation: initially the Ark tilted this way and that, like a giant seesaw, pushed by inky black waves.

				Jay stumbled out on deck with Iffy.

				Noah was on his knees praying and giving loud thanks, but everyone else was looking over the side, trying to work out where they were. They still seemed to be surrounded by waves on all sides, so Jay concluded they had landed on the smallest island known to man and were now on its crown, rocking back and forwards perilously.

				‘Shall we get off?’ Shem’s wife asked. She hardly ever said anything, but when she did, Jay could often see why.

				‘The Lord is the way and the light. With the coming of the morning, He will show us.’

				Jay could see Iffy shake her head in the gloom, but say what you like about the old man, thought Jay – he’s been right about pretty much everything so far. However unlikely it all had sounded from the start, however ludicrous the Ark had seemed and however bleak and impossible things had been since the Flood, his infuriating and often patently absurd father had shown them the way. And got them there safely. Faith might not actually move mountains, thought Jay, but it certainly brings people to them.

				Thanks to Noah’s optimism, his sacrifice and – yes, this faith thing he was always banging on about, they were all still alive – as well as a respectable portion of the animal kingdom.

				On an impulse, Jay went over to his kneeling father and put his hand on his shoulder.

				‘Um, thanks Dad.’

				‘For what?’ Noah looked genuinely mystified.

				‘For everything, I guess.’

				***

				Noah looked out, down the long, green slopes of Mount Ararat. The weather was beautiful: the sky was sapphire, as if the air had been scoured clean; a gentle breeze combed his beard as well as the remaining tufts of white hair that were doing a good impression of the puffs of cloud in the sky.

				Once Emzara had decided it was safe to open the Ark’s great doors, most of the animals had dispersed as fast as their wings, paws and hooves could carry them. They let them out in batches: birds first; then the moo-ers, the baa-ers and bleaters; followed by the predators, who padded off into the recovering forests below without a backward glance.

				Breeding pairs of cattle and poultry had been kept in pens they salvaged from the Ark, along with the wood from the Ark that his sons were using to make a hall for the families.

				He knew it was coming before it came: God’s voice.

				‘Noah.’ God sounded… hesitant? Sorry?

				The last Patriarch didn’t answer at once. He walked a little way down the hill, to a meadow. He sat slowly on a rock – fearful of what this conversation might bring, in spite of the opening tone. The last time he spoke to God had been terrible. He breathed deeply: something he found to be the single most calming thing in the world.

				‘Yes, Lord?’ he said when he was good and ready.

				‘Never again,’ His voice seemed to come forth from the earth. It was laden with sadness.

				‘The Flood, Lord, it nearly broke the world – all that destruction… ’ Noah shuddered, he felt a child again, he felt like crying.

				‘Never again,’ the scattered rocks spoke.

				‘My brothers – they were wicked, but… ’

				‘Never again,’ the voice came from the sky.

				‘Sabba,’ Noah really was crying now.

				‘Never… again,’ the voice came from inside him, from his soul.

				***

				After a time, Noah looked up. He watched his family working: Shem, Ham, young Jay, their wives, Na’e, Iffat and Sedeq… and at Emzara. Then he looked down the mountain at the long view of the new world he saw that would grow up around new Humans – smaller, hopefully gentler, with shorter spans of life and more urgency to use those few years well. So, God would never hurl down destruction like that on the world again. Would people keep their end of the bargain?

				Finally, Noah’s eyes rested on the small meadow in front of him. It would be an ideal spot for a vineyard, he thought.

				After everything, he still needed a drink.
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				We have grown out of the age of giants and geriatrics: the Antediluvian ogres who lived long, towered over their dominions, then turned untamed – for want of a better word. The Old Testament has passed, too, and with it the time of myth and legend, of magic and mayhem.

				God has kept his promise and there have been no more Armageddons, no appalling pressing of the reset button on Life, on people.

				This gentler approach has some early successes… 

				***

				Daniel mooched along the road, kicking up dust as he went. He was bored. Not bored bored, he wasn’t sure what this feeling was: Daniel felt he was drifting – aimless… pointless?

				He wasn’t too bothered, though. Having a lack (of something, dunno) did have its benefits. Recently, Daniel discovered he could sleep for twelve hours and still manage an afternoon nap. It gave his limbs a sort of languidness he was pretty sure looked pretty cool – somewhere between a saunter and a lope. A slope.

				Daniel took aim at a stone midstride. Unfortunately, his timing was slightly off and it caught his toe painfully. He wanted to swear but you never knew who was listening, so he gave an ironic shake of his head like it was no big deal. Except now his toe was leaking: spots of surprisingly dark blood making a trail of dots in the dust.

				***

				Jacob watched his twin approach – his younger brother by moments but it may as well have been years: the sibling who never took anything seriously but who everyone liked. Even the way he walked was annoying. Jacob had been in the field since dawn and he was parched: he cleared his throat, as Daniel slouched towards him smiling vacantly.

				‘You’re late, dickhead.’

				‘They’re goats: they eat, they shag each other, and stare at things weirdly. You could leave them here all day and they’d still be in this field doing just that in between licking their nuts. Now that I think about it, I seriously don’t know why Dad makes us do this.’ Daniel grinned. ‘You – on the other hand – I strongly suspect you get a kick out of goats and their… hobbies.’

				‘Don’t push your luck.’ Jacob stepped forward, his shadow falling across Daniel who took a step back.

				‘Easy tiger,’ Daniel jerked his head, his hair flopping in his eyes ‘- I think your friends are here: you wouldn’t want me to kick your butt in front of them… ow!’

				Jacob looked at his younger brother levelly. When he was sure Daniel had got the message not to throw rocks at him when his back was turned on pain of, well… pain, he moved off to meet his friends.

				‘There’s always one twin that gets less oxygen at birth, but even you should be able to manage on your own,’ he shouted over his shoulder. He shook his head – for once in his life, Daniel had better pull his weight. It was just a few hours until evening when they would herd the goats back home together – how hard could it be?

				Then they would rest.

				Tomorrow it was their birthday. At sixteen Jacob and Daniel would officially come of age: as the eldest (just) the honours would be his – when their father decided to retire, he would be master, not Dan.

				So, a big day all round. The whole family would be there, as well as everyone important in the area – no one was going to miss it. Not only had their father inherited the largest estate for leagues in any direction, but everyone liked Kaleb: he was a generous master, even to their slaves, an unfailingly cheerful friend, a good husband and a kind father. He had even ordered a calf to be brought in from the fields: fattened over the spring to be slow cooked from dawn over red-hot coals.

				Jacob smiled at his waiting friends.

				***

				Daniel waited until Jacob had disappeared from view, then lay down under a tree. A goat came over and tried to nibble the corner of his robe. Daniel reached up and scratched behind its ear. The goat bobbed its coarse, horned head and made happy snickering noises before wandering off to inspect a clump of thistles.

				Daniel yawned.

				***

				Four hours later, Jacob wandered up the track that led to the set of fields where he’d left his brother earlier. It had been a good day: they’d gone down to the river where he had finally quenched his dry throat, then bathed. Afterwards they had dried off in the sun on the smooth rocks that lined the bank like the humped backs of half-submerged sea creatures. Jacob had memories of swimming in the same spot with his brother when they were small boys. They’d hung out all the time in those days. He smiled at the memory of squinting into the sunlight, splashing through the shallows, laughing at the sight of their feet that wobbled under water, like their legs had turned to jelly. Dan had been a good laugh, even when he was six… Jacob came round the corner and stopped in his tracks and stared.

				‘What in Satan’s seven arseholes!’ he shouted at Daniel who had woken up at his approach, rubbing his eyes, like the cretin he was. ‘Where the sodding hell are Dad’s goats?’

				***

				Kaleb looked at his sons across the dinner table and then at his wife, Ezra. He knew he should probably shout at them – some fathers would take a rod to the backs of their sons for letting livestock wander. But they were too old for that. And so was he. He stared at Jacob who looked back at him: his eldest looked angry, too. Then he looked at Daniel who slouched like his bones had been removed from his upper body and was currently avoiding all eye contact.

				Kaleb knew who the culprit was without having to ask. But he did, anyway.

				‘Who was on watch when they ran off?’ Jacob’s face stayed utterly still but his eyes flicked briefly in his brother’s direction. Daniel looked up for the first time since he’d walked through the door.

				‘Um, they probably didn’t so much run as hopped and skipped. Farting.’ He grinned hopefully. They both knew that if he made his father laugh he’d be off the hook. And Kaleb nearly did – I mean, after all, they were only goats! They’d be back by the morning, everyone knew who they belonged to and Kaleb was well-liked and respected enough not to steal from.

				Then he caught Ezra’s eye and remembered their recent conversation.

				‘You spoil Daniel,’ she’d scolded him a few days earlier. ‘I know it’s easy to go easy on him, but he needs to grow up: into the man we both know he is.’

				‘Um,’ at the time Kaleb had been sitting in front of a bowl of fresh yoghurt topped with honeycomb and mint. It had looked cooling and sweet and so his dilemma was how to cut the conversation down to a minimum without upsetting his wife. Agreeing often helped. ‘Yes?’ His spoon hovered in the air, honey dripping invitingly.

				‘…but it has got to stop,’ Ezra had carried on, as if Kaleb hadn’t spoken, which was not unusual. ‘He will soon be a man and he has to take responsibility like one. Like his brother.’

				***

				So back to the dinner table and the missing goats. Ezra was looking at Kaleb right now, as if to say, remember what we spoke about? And she was right, of course.

				Without warning, Kaleb banged the table quite hard. Everyone jumped: Kaleb had never banged a table in his entire life.

				The problem with handing out justice, thought Kaleb, is you have to believe people deserve to suffer for their sins and that you are the best-placed person to decide how. It also takes imagination.

				Unfortunately, a creative mind and innate sense of superiority were not qualities Kaleb could boast about. Also, he believed that most people were fundamentally good and probably deserved a break, more than cruel and ingenious retribution.

				But he’d just banged the table. Even he knew that required a follow up.

				‘I am disappointed,’ he said in a conversational tone of voice. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Ezra scowl. He’d have to do better than that. ‘And, on top of that, I’m very angry!’ Ezra looked somewhat mollified. He glared at Daniel, who he noted (with surprise) was actually paying attention for once. Ezra had been right, he should be stricter more often – now he thought about it, Daniel deserved it. He felt a sudden, uncustomary flash of anger. ‘You dishonour me, Daniel, and you disgrace yourself! Your brother has not denounced you and yet you keep quiet. What? Hoping he would be punished instead?’ And Kaleb should have left it there.

				But he didn’t.

				Now that he had started shouting it was surprisingly hard to stop. Something went click in his brain and he literally couldn’t help himself: he needed a finale! He took a deep breath. ‘Tomorrow’s festivities are cancelled unless those goats are found!’

				‘What, no!’ both his sons gasped at the same time. Even Ezra looked surprised by the news. ‘You can’t do that!’

				‘Kaleb, don’t be absurd, we’ve invited all the family,’ Ezra was back to looking unhappy.

				Somewhere in the back of his mind, boiling to the surface like milk in a pot, Kaleb felt a deeply-buried frustration. He couldn’t win: either he lost their respect or he gained their resentment. If he’d played this the way he’d wanted, he was sure the conversation would be over and peace would now reign.

				‘Silence! Go to your chambers.’

				‘Why?’ Daniel blurted out.

				A conversation with his father rose to the surface of his anger, something his father had said all those years ago that had never left Kaleb. ‘Because I am ashamed of you.’

				And he was immediately ashamed of himself when he saw the look on his youngest son’s face.

				***

				Both boys, dismissed without supper, went to their sleeping quarters without looking at each other.

				‘That probably went a little worse than we both expected… ’ Daniel started to say but clocked the murderous look on his older brother’s face. He was going to say sorry for everything: but he also had no doubt the goats would turn up in the morning, his father would forgive them and everything would go ahead as planned.

				Jacob came to his doorway and turned to his twin.

				‘Stay out of my way tomorrow, if you know what’s good for you,’ he muttered.

				So Daniel stood in the darkened corridor on his own for a long time. Yup, his brother was definitely annoyed.

				And Dad. Things had been weird with dad recently, in that nothing made sense in their relationship these days: for example, his father was the one person whose respect he wanted more than anything but once, recently, he’d fantasised about hitting him in the face with a rock. What kind of a person thought like that?

				But Daniel knew that this was all his fault, and he was determined to make things right as he lay on his bed and thought unhappily about the whole thing.

				Then he had an idea.

				***

				Kaleb woke just before dawn the next morning. This was highly unusual: he rarely opened an eye until the sun blazed through his chamber window and his stomach told him it was most definitely breakfast time.

				Unfortunately, in this matter he had little choice – doubly unfortunate, for Kaleb had not slept well. Shortly after his sons had gone to bed, he had escaped Ezra (before she could make him feel worse than he already did) and had gone to bed himself.

				Sleep took a long while coming and when it did, it was troubled and broken. As the long night stretched out, Kaleb reached two decisions: firstly, he was just not cut out to play the role of demonic father and mete out of justice; and, secondly, the celebrations were going ahead (he’d tell Daniel he would have to work the price of the goats off, instead). That would keep Ezra happy, he thought, as sleep, along with a clear conscience, finally came. Anyway, he liked parties.

				Unfortunately, almost as soon as he had closed his eyes and finally drifted off into blissful oblivion they snapped open, like a startled possum.

				What in the name of Dybbuk the Possessor was that?

				The noise coming from the courtyard was not just extremely loud but, also, very unpleasant. If Kaleb had to guess, he’d say they were being attacked by a small but highly-motivated squadron of demons.

				He staggered out into the courtyard to find it teeming with… no, that couldn’t be right. Kaleb rubbed his eyes, because it was just possible he was still asleep. He focused again… monkeys? Lots of monkeys.

				Daniel was there, too. Of course.

				He grinned (Daniel, that is – it would be several days before Kaleb smiled again), his teeth showing very white in the grey light of dawn. ‘Ta, da!’ he said brightly.

				‘Daniel,’ Kaleb honestly didn’t know where to start, ‘wh… wh… wh ..,’

				‘Dad?’ Daniel frowned, his good humour momentarily dented, ‘are you alright? you look like you’re having a sort of fit.’

				‘Wh – what are they?’ one of Kaleb’s twenty-eight pressing questions finally freed itself from the logjam of his overtired brain.

				‘Monkeys! I’d been looking for the goats for hours in the freezing dark – whilst everyone else was asleep, I might add – but then I came across these. They’re better! And not just any old monkeys – they’re Howler Monkeys,’

				‘You seriously don’t say?’

				‘Ha ha! Good one Dad. I guess that is obvious. They were surprisingly quiet, though, until it started to get light,’ he remarked.

				‘Why have you bought howling monkeys to our home in the middle of the night?

				‘You like monkeys.’

				‘Not these monkeys.’

				‘Seriously? I thought they would cheer everyone up and apparently they make good guards,’ Daniel was beginning to feel like this wasn’t going the way he’d planned. His idea had been to get his parents to see the funny side – and Jacob, too, with any luck. He remembered how they used to go and look at the nut sellers in the market who kept monkeys on ropes and how it used to make them laugh. One day, his dad said, they would get a monkey – but they never had. Anyway, they had only been meant as a joke, but now he was having to justify them as a serious purchase.

				‘But why so many? His dad still wasn’t getting this at all.

				‘This nut seller I met on the way to market made me an offer to take them all off his hands.’

				‘I’m really not surprised.’

				‘Don’t you like them?’ Daniel suspected he knew the answer. ‘C’mon, you have to admit they’re kind of cute – and they’re no noisier than chickens.’

				‘If we had chickens possessed by evil spirits, perhaps not, look… ’ Kaleb had been about to explain that he appreciated the gesture but that wild monkeys were not the best route back to family harmony… and, anyway, everyone was sorry for what had been said the night before but the ceremony would go ahead. He would have added (for humour) that the only member of the household who would not be happy was the fattened calf (who was at this very minute kicking its shed door half of the hinges) – but you can’t please everyone, now just get rid of the screaming simians before your mother gets here. And, thank you for looking for the goats, they will turn up. This is what Kaleb would have said and all would have been well.

				However, before he could say all of that, Jacob appeared.

				He stumbled through the doorway stubbing his toe, which didn’t help. ‘Ow!’ he glared about, eventually finding Daniel. ‘What part of staying out of my way tomorrow didn’t your feeble brain grasp?’

				‘Um, I thought I’d stay in your way BUT distract you with these monkeys.’ Daniel recognised the look in his brother’s face and was playing for time whilst attempting to put their father between them. Jacob made a grab for him, just as Daniel bolted. Jacob would have caught hold of him were it not for the fact he tripped over a monkey who shrieked like an angry old lady and bit Jacob on his knee.

				‘Aargh!’ bellowed Jacob, glaring murderously at Daniel, ‘now I’m going to do everyone a favour and beat you to death, then I’m going to feed your bloody corpse to these psychopathic monkeys!’

				‘Boys, chaps!’ Kaleb twittered. Very ineffectually.

				Up until then, their morning had been a noisy one but not a catastrophe. However, matters were about to take a definite turn for the worse when several monkeys decided that now was the ideal time to urinate on Jacob from the relative safety of the olive tree that grew in the courtyard.

				Being peed on would try the nature of a saint, let alone someone who has been turfed out of bed before first light (on his birthday) and who now smelled like a slum gutter in the height of summer.

				Jacob launched himself into the tree with an animal snarl whereupon the Howler monkeys – recognising a dangerous predator when they saw one – let out assorted cries of alarm and leapt from its branches like a flock of chattering birds. All except one, the cheekiest monkey, one might say, who aimed one last jet at his victim from the highest branch. The pee de résistance.

				Jacob saw his chance and caught its tail.

				The monkey’s reaction was impressively energetic: it seemed to simultaneously drench Jacob in yet more pee, bite him on several limbs, including the end of his nose, and poke him in the eyes with small, pointy fingers.

				Jacob, to Kaleb and Daniel’s surprise (and frank admiration), hung on grimly for long enough to sustain several more painful injuries including having his testicles yanked.

				At this moment the door of the shed with the fatted calf inside finally burst open and the calf, terrified by all the noise, bolted off into the middle distance.

				It was closely followed by Daniel, who was finally taking the advice to stay out of Jacob’s way very seriously.

				***

				A few hours later, when the sun was nearing its zenith, Daniel went to find his father.

				Kaleb was sitting in the shade of his favourite tree bordering the home fields on the estate.

				‘The goats are back,’ Kaleb said by way of greeting as his son approached. But Daniel didn’t reply. ‘The goats… ’ he pointed.

				‘Oh, good, that’s good news, I knew they would. I mean they’re goats, they like it here.’ Daniel was distracted. Kaleb looked up at his son. Jacob already looked like a man but Daniel still seemed to be a boy: was that his fault? Probably. He took a deep breath.

				‘Your brother may have calmed down by now. Bring him some fresh dates!’

				‘I’ve –,’ his voice cracked. Daniel cleared his throat and tried again. ‘I’ve been thinking dad.’

				‘What about?’ Daniel fidgeted as if he was embarrassed but he had something he needed to say.

				‘About what happens when you are gone?’

				‘Happens to what?’ but Kaleb already knew what. Or had a very good idea.

				‘Um, you know,’ Daniel made a gesture, ‘all this.’ Kaleb studied his youngest again. If Kaleb didn’t know better, he’d say he was standing up straight for once.

				‘Your brother, he is the eldest, so will inherit most of this. Your mother, if she is still with us, will stay in the house: it’s the usual way these things are done – don’t ask me why… you know, tradition, I suppose.’

				‘And me?’

				‘You will be looked after, you do not need to worry about that. You’ll be rather rich and without responsibility.’ Kaleb smiled hopefully, but Daniel was still troubled.

				‘Yes, but what do I do?’

				‘Do?’

				‘Yes, do, Dad!’

				‘OK, ok… I know what you mean – I was just playing for time,’ said Kaleb, ‘you get up, you potter about, you raise a family, you spend the best of your time with them and the rest… well, you are grateful for what you have. Treat people kindly – it has always worked for me, and sometimes you are happy… but not all the time.’

				‘Isn’t that a bit – I don’t know – boring?’ asked Daniel, scuffing up the sand with his foot. Kaleb considered the question seriously. He wasn’t a clever man – he knew that – so his best bet was to be honest.

				‘Quite a lot of life is boring – it’s better that way. Believe me, most of the other options are considerably worse. There are wars and there are famines,’ Kaleb said it like a man who had had the very good fortune to experience neither.

				‘Yes but… ’ more sand was kicked, ‘…I just can’t do this.’

				‘Do what, my boy?’

				‘Play the fool, be behind Jacob all the time – the one that everyone likes but no one respects.’

				‘Well, then,’ Kaleb was mortified at the thought Daniel was unhappy. He heartily wished Ezra was here – she would have known what to do, ‘…I suppose you need to, um, well, what I mean to say is, if you’d like to, you need to make your own way in the world. Growing up and all that.’

				There was a long silence as Daniel furrowed his brow and seemed to think hard.

				‘What if I had my inheritance now? I’m officially a man today, I’m quite sure I can manage on my own – and, that way, I’m out of Jacob’s hair… in fact none of you will have to worry about me: I’ll be fine and you’ll be able to retire and Jacob can take care of things and he won’t end up going to prison for killing me and… well, that’s it.’

				Kaleb looked away from Daniel at the horizon. Unbidden, came the memory of this same boy who liked to laugh and tell jokes – Kaleb would have been fond of him even if they weren’t related. And who made him so happy to be a father. But this small boy was from another time – only a heartbeat away in memory but as distant as another country now.

				His vision blurred as the memory clouded. It seemed sensible to him that the best way Daniel would grow up would be to treat him as an adult but this was much harder than he’d expected – he supposed that kind of decision always was. Kaleb blinked hard and cleared his throat.

				‘Yes, of course,’ he said. ‘You must leave if that is what you wish.
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				So Daniel left the next day with just the clothes he had got up in that morning. Plus the troupe of tethered Howler Monkeys.

				When Jacob found out he was going, he had insisted on him taking the simians. That said, even he’d looked surprised by Daniel’s resolve to cash in his inheritance and leave just like that – although, to be fair, his twin brother making hasty, ill-thought decisions was hardly new. Jacob’s reaction was nothing compared to his mother’s and what she had said about Kaleb’s fathering skills, but she had to accept that the idea had been Daniel’s and now he had turned sixteen there was little they could do to stop him.

				With the monkeys attached by ropes to his waist, Daniel sauntered along the road through the morning mist and checked, for about the hundredth time, the bag of gold in one pocket and the bag of rubies in the other.

				‘The gold is more than enough to buy land with property – and some good livestock, I daresay – if you know what you’re doing,’ said his father’s steward, a grim man called Ezekiel Daniel had always been more than a little nervous of. He glared at Daniel as if waiting for him to disagree before going on, ‘the rubies were your mother’s dowry and will bring luck. You should not need to spend these but they will act as security and show the world you are a man of means. But, remember, real wealth is in hard work that yields enough to live and a little over to put aside.’

				Daniel nodded wisely, although he wasn’t really listening.

				***

				By midday, the noise from his travelling companions had become too much and Daniel let the monkeys off their leashes near some eucalyptus trees, where they ran off, shrieking, without so much as a backward glance. He reckoned they were far enough from his father’s land by now that the monkeys would not return to torment Jacob.

				From the shade underneath the low branches a merchant watched Daniel. He noted his good clothes, his age and, most of all, the tell-tale bulges in his pockets.

				‘What is a fine gentleman such as yourself doing on foot in this heat?’ the merchant drawled.

				Daniel, who thought he had been alone, started. He peered at the man in grubby silks. The man stared back with jade eyes on a weathered face, like old wood. ‘I have a donkey,’ the merchant said conversationally.

				‘Good for you,’ Daniel said. Then he put two and two together. ‘Is it for sale?’ The merchant looked saddened, as if Daniel was his dearest friend, yet he had just asked him for the one thing in the world he was unable to provide.

				‘Regretfully, not – I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive me.’

				‘Oh,’ said Daniel, a bit taken aback, but not much bothered. ‘Think nothing of it!’ It really wasn’t that hot, and he was quite sure he’d enjoy the walk without the bloody monkeys. He turned to go, but the sound of the merchant getting up made him look back.

				‘What I meant young master, is that although I cannot sell this donkey to you, I would be honoured if you took it as my gift.’

				***

				Fifteen minutes later, Daniel found himself waving the merchant and his caravan goodbye. The merchant, whose name he still did not know, begged his humble pardon once more but said that he was waiting for his cousin, who had promised to travel with him. He pointed at a track Daniel hadn’t noticed before: it was littered with stones and thistles as opposed to the other one that was clean and wide.

				‘The border into Assyria lies south, through the mountains. This is where I imagine you are going? A very intelligent choice: Padash is wonderful this time of year, with festivals, music, dancing, every delicacy from the known world… and girls… whose beauty would make the angels envious.’

				‘Sounds nice,’ said Daniel, playing it cool. He hadn’t given where he was going much consideration, but Padash sounded amazing. ‘Why not?’

				‘Take this road, it is faster for young legs like yours,’ the merchant said.

				***

				However, the very second they had turned the corner and were out of sight, Daniel’s new pet donkey kicked him.

				‘Ow!’ Daniel said rubbing his leg. The donkey had large yellow teeth that stuck out in several directions at once. ‘Your teeth look horrible.’ The donkey glared at him balefully, then aimed another kick at Daniel’s shins. ‘Ow! Stop it!’

				And so it went on.

				By the time it was getting dark, Daniel was convinced the donkey was dangerously insane.

				He’d tried letting it go, and even running away but the donkey was surprisingly fast for its age and surprisingly attached to Daniel. In a bad way. Each time it caught up with the boy it waited for his back to turn before launching another attack. Eventually, Daniel picked up a fallen stick and waved it about. The donkey immediately stopped what it was doing and walked along quietly.

				‘There, now who’s boss,’ said Daniel. The donkey said nothing but it watched the stick carefully.

				It was almost dark now and getting cold. Daniel hadn’t seen a soul all day and there was no sign of shelter. He pulled his thin robe around his shoulders and looked for a place to stop in the gathering gloom. He appreciated the advice his new friend had given him but, in future, he felt that travelling on roads there was a chance of finding a good inn, with company and something nice to eat would be better.

				Eventually, hungry and bruised, he came to an outcrop with some soggy grass and a pool of water that looked black and brackish in the moonlight. He tied his donkey to an ancient tree by the pool and sat down. He would drink in a moment, then see if the tree had anything edible growing on it… but, right now, he was grateful just to be able to rest for a bit… 

				Daniel woke with a start. He was freezing but that didn’t fully explain the hairs on his neck sticking up. His throat felt like it was clogged with sand and his body ached more or less everywhere, but his nerves jangled like miniature alarm bells. He was sure something had woken him, something other than the cold or the fact he was parched. His ears and eyes strained in the darkness. The night was starless and black: Daniel could only just make out the shape of the outcrop, the tree and the donkey. That was it. The donkey must have heard something, too as its ears flicked back and forwards as if searching.

				The scary feeling that he was being watched by someone or something persisted, but no sound came from the track or the tumbled rocks behind and nothing moved. Eventually the donkey went back to snuffling the grass at its feet and Daniel relaxed – it could have been anything, after all. As a precaution, it would probably be best if he stayed put until it was light. By Moses it was cold, and he’d never been so uncomfortable in his life! When he got to Padash he’d give the donkey away to the first gullible idiot he met, then rent expensive rooms somewhere. Daniel began to feel better: he had definitely earned a holiday before any of the grown-up stuff started.

				A chuckle, low and evil, came suddenly from the dark shadows close by. Daniel froze.

				‘Who’s there?’ he meant it to come out gruff and threatening, but, in the uncertainty of the night, his voice sounded like he was being strangled.

				‘I’ll… ’ he began, but he got no further, as a huge shadow rose up behind him and brought a fist the size of a small boulder down on his head.

				***

				Hours – many hours – later, Daniel woke slowly and very painfully. The sun was baking hot and he felt sick. There was also a horrible smell… was it him? Something rough grazed his cheek and he realised he was strapped to the donkey, as he couldn’t move his hands or feet. Daniel coughed. ‘Help,’ he said weakly, ‘I think I’m about to die.’

				‘Oh, I very much doubt that,’ someone said. The accent was familiar, but the voice was different. With a huge effort, Daniel turned his head. The man shuffling beside the donkey along the rocky path had the same dirty robes that were once rich, gold-edged crimson silks, and the same jade eyes as the merchant who had given him this infernal donkey. The cousin, thought Daniel vaguely. ‘You are well fed, young and very healthy,’ the man continued conversationally, ‘you’ll survive and make us even more gold in the slave market – not as much as what you had in your pockets, but enough. It was a fortunate day that Kinsman Padran met you: no more tramping the roads for us – we can retire after this.’

				‘So thirsty,’ was about all Daniel could manage.

				‘But of course you are, and we can’t have that.’ The robber merchant clapped his hands as a hulking shadow of the same proportions from the night before moved alongside. ‘Gandr, please give some of your water to our dear friend. We want him to be in the very best of health when he gets to market!’ Daniel felt his head being yanked up by the hair on the top of his head.

				‘Ow.’ He stared dully into a huge face with deeply scarred cheeks as water was poured in the vague direction of his mouth. It was warm and most of it missed, but the precious drops he managed to swallow tasted better than anything Daniel had drunk in his life.

				‘Tha- ’ he started to say, but the donkey had stopped.

				‘Gandr, why has our donkey stopped?’ the merchant looked put out. ‘Make him go again.’

				‘Yerrsss!’ boomed Gandr and he lent down and picked up a big stick.

				The merchant’s bodyguard was possibly the largest human Daniel had ever seen in his life, even upside down from where he was looking, which just made Daniel even more glad he hadn’t actually hit the donkey the day before with what was, by comparison, a twiglet.

				The donkey watched the approach of the raised stick with the same quiet intensity as it had watched Daniel.

				As the stick came down, three things happened almost simultaneously: the donkey bit the merchant somewhere very tender and cherished; the resulting high-pitched squeal from the merchant made Gandr turn; the donkey’s hind hooves connected with Gandr’s thick skull with a sickening crack. At that point in the proceedings, the donkey set off down the path like a thoroughbred racehorse with Daniel strapped to his back.

				***

				‘Ow, ow, ow… ’ moaned Daniel pathetically, with every plod of the hooves on uneven rock.

				It had been hours since his fluky escape from the robber merchant and his evil henchman. In spite of his initial sense of relief, Daniel was feeling less fortunate with every step. He was beyond delirious: dreams of icy, spangled water; of dark shapes; of screaming monkeys; misshapen donkey teeth – like cracked gravestones – crowded his over-heated noggin. Still, somewhere in the back of his mind he was aware that although he’d lost everything, he was probably lucky to be alive – tied to a psychotic quadruped, albeit, but essentially free.

				That said, all he could really think about was stopping so he could find a shady spot to die in peace.

				‘You don’t look like you’re enjoying that donkey ride very much.’

				It felt like the hardest thing he had ever done, but Daniel lifted his head anyway. A small boy had fallen into step with him.

				‘For the love of all the prophets… untie me… please.’ The boy glanced at him with a particular lack of interest before replying.

				‘I’m not very good at knots, but I can take you home. My father will know what to do.’

				‘Thank. You,’ was all Daniel could manage before his head lolled.

				***

				Rough sheets, not like home at all, and an uneven earth floor woke Daniel.

				He pulled the sheet higher and turned over, but felt cold air on his buttocks and heard a giggle.

				Daniel sat up in bed, then immediately wished he hadn’t. He whimpered, but took the beaker the little boy from earlier was offering him and gulped down the water that was blood warm but tasted reasonably clean.

				‘Thank you,’ said Daniel. Finally, his troubles were over.

				‘You’re welcome.’ The boy held out a hard loaf. ‘My mum left this for you and my dad is waiting for you in the field.’

				‘Why?’

				‘I dunno. Your clothes are over there.’

				‘OK… and thanks again.’

				‘I’d hurry up, if I was you.’

				***

				A few minutes later, Daniel stumbled out, squinting into the sun. The house was just one room with a shed on the side and the farm, from a brief glance, was a small, rocky field occupied by thorn bushes, tufts of stubborn grass and a small, angry man.

				‘The way I see it, posh boy,’ the man spoke out the side of his mouth, as if Daniel wasn’t worth the effort, ‘and I know you’re ladidah, lad – no one has hands like yours except toffs… ’ he spat a thin stream of yellow-ish saliva into the dust ‘…and little fairy princesses. And they don’t generally turn up at my place tied to a bandit’s donkey.’

				‘It’s a long story… ’ started Daniel.

				‘And I couldn’t be less interested. There’s already a war on here, and famine in case that wasn’t enough misery about… now, where was I? Oh yes… the way I see it is, you’ve got two options. One, you can piss off and I’ll keep that donkey as payment for saving your skinny arse. And I’ve no doubt you’ll be gutted by the next band of brigands you meet. Or two, you can stay here and work for once in your life. You’ll get to sleep in the sty over there with Bessy and her litter – you’ll not be in the house again – and we’ll feed you. You won’t get fat but you won’t die neither.’

				‘I think I’ll stay here,’ said Daniel with very little hesitation: the thought of going back on the road was not a happy one. ‘What would you like me to do?’ he smiled but even his lips hurt. By way of an answer the man hoiked a grubby thumb over his shoulder. Daniel followed where he was pointing, the smile sliding off his face.

				Goats.

				***

				Three weeks passed, and Daniel still wasn’t in the mood for irony. The goats represented the start of when things unraveled for him – a fair punishment for his laziness and stupidity granted but, to be honest, these days he didn’t really have the energy to reflect on the go arounds that came around.

				Staggering to bed exhausted each evening with a roommate who could very easily crush him in the night just by rolling two foot to the left focused Daniel’s mind on what was important. He realised a solemn truth: if you’re poor, you simply don’t have time to philosophise on the rights and wrongs of the world and whether people get what they deserve. You just get on with it and hope you don’t die.

				The farmer wasn’t an evil man: he was just an arsehole. The same went for the rest of the family who treated Daniel like a slave because that, basically, was what he was.

				In a funny kind of way, life was easier now – or less complicated. He got up at dawn, then located, cleaned up after, watered and fed the animals (goats included) until the sun peaked at noon and he stopped for some dry bread and water. Then he carried rocks from the farmer’s only field and piled them in a corner. The general idea was to rid the field of rocks, so that – one day – the field would be miraculously clear and covered with thick green grass. The problem was the field was basically made of rubble and so all Daniel was doing was making it a tiny bit lower week after week.

				One evening the small boy came to see him just as he had finished for the day. He was sitting outside the sty, waiting for it to get cool enough to go to bed.

				‘Are you going to be here forever?’

				‘I really don’t know,’ said Daniel truthfully.

				‘When I’m grown up, you can be my slave.’ The thought seemed to please the boy. ‘I’ll beat you, but only when you are bad, or lazy.’ Much as he didn’t want to upset a potential employer, Daniel decided there was no harm in giving the boy food for thought.

				‘That’s if you don’t have to go off and fight in the war.’

				‘What war?’ replied the boy.

				‘The war your father told me about when I first arrived.’

				‘Oh, that one was over ages ago.’

				Daniel didn’t say anything… he felt like he’d just run into a brick wall.

				***

				Daniel couldn’t sleep. He had always told himself he was staying because of the war, but if that miniature sociopath was to be believed, it would probably be safe enough to pack his bags and go home.

				Lying in the dark, doing his best to ignore Bess the sow’s guttural snoring that made his teeth vibrate, Daniel thought about home. Or, rather, his family. He missed them – even Jacob – but he realised it was pride, not fear of the war, that had kept him on this miserable farm for so long. If he went back, he would have to admit he was useless and that he had lost all his inheritance barely twenty-four hours after leaving home. At least this way, his family might imagine that he was a success somewhere far away. ‘Well, Bess, I’ve just got to face facts. I’m a complete failure, but at least my parents and Jacob don’t know… Bess?”

				Daniel sat up: Bess had stopped snoring. This was very unusual. Something wasn’t right. Daniel could make out Bess’s humped form a few feet away. He scrabbled over in the darkness, relieved that Bess hadn’t got a litter at the moment – otherwise the squealing from piglets would wake the farmer and he’d be in trouble. ‘Bess?’ Daniel put his hand on her side and found it wasn’t moving – she’d stopped breathing! He crawled to where he assumed her head would be. This was something he’d usually avoid: Bess’ jaws were like the iron clamp traps they set for bears. Daniel’s roving fingers found her mouth and something trailing from the side of it. Daniel pulled hard and there was an unpleasant sucking noise as the turnip that was lodged in the sow’s throat came free. She must have snaffled it in her sleep but not chewed, thought Daniel, grimacing as he wiped his saliva drenched hands on the straw.

				‘Bess!’

				‘Paaarghhhh! SNORE!’ Bess replied.

				Daniel lay back down feeling quite proud of himself. If he hadn’t been there, awake and alert, she would have died. The loss of a sow like Bess would have been extremely serious for the farmer: not that he would be grateful at all – if Daniel mentioned it to him, he would probably try and make out it was Daniel’s fault in the first place.

				Then a thought occurred to Daniel. Two, really.

				Firstly, he knew somewhere where they would be grateful for things like that: his father was a kind man who treated his workers well and rewarded them. And, secondly, come to think of it, he wasn’t a complete failure – he’d survived the robber merchants, found a job and he learned to work hard. Plus, he was really good at looking after goats now.

				***

				For the last few months, and for first time in his entire life, Kaleb had been out-of-sorts. He still slept until the sun was well up, but never felt quite as rested these days. Through habit, he woke to a large breakfast (yoghurt, honey and fresh eggs), then spent the morning walking his estate, chatting to his workers or hunting with his beloved falcons. However, lately, he hadn’t much of an appetite and even his birds wouldn’t fly right.

				At noon, he took lunch with his foreman and his eldest son to discuss the farm, then Kaleb slept through the heat of the day, to rise as the sun was dimming for supper with his wife. They drank sweet wine from cooled amphora and watched the sun set over his fertile lands before bed.

				In short, Kaleb did all the things he had always done, living the life of a country gentleman.

				But it all felt wrong, and he knew why – it was something his mother used to say: you are only able to be as happy as your unhappiest child.

				He wondered if he should send Ezekiel to find where Daniel might be and if he was well. Kaleb had heard reports of war in neighbouring Elam and that had worried him, but the conflict had fizzled out and travellers had started using the roads again.

				There was one coming now. Very scruffy, with an ancient donkey.

				Kaleb squinted into the sun – then he rubbed his eyes a little theatrically. It couldn’t be… it was! Kaleb’s heart jumped in his chest, shrugging off months of sadness like coiled chains.

				‘Ezekiel, find me a calf!’ he shouted.

				***

				Kaleb was sitting at the edge of the feast when his eldest came over to him. Daniel – thinner, browner, but still basically Daniel – sat surrounded by his mother and a gaggle of aged relatives who, after three hours, were still plying him with sugared almonds, scented drinks and questions. His smiling face was in contrast to Jacob’s, who looked upset: he stood in front of his father, his feet planted squarely. He seemed to be working up to something.

				‘You love him more,’ Jacob eventually blurted out.

				Kaleb went very still. He should have been drunk but he suddenly felt quite sober. He blinked twice, started to say something, then stopped. He took a deep breath and started again. ‘On the face of it, this evening must seem very unfair – you have the right to question me because we never had your coming of age celebration. I got carried away, forgive me.’ Jacob chewed his lip and looked even angrier but then his shoulders slumped.

				‘No father, there is nothing to forgive.’ Yes there is, thought Kaleb, because he knew that, as a parent, there was always something to forgive.

				‘No, we all need mercy for something we’ve done.’ He sat up straighter on his banked cushions and looked at his eldest, who had always done his duty, ‘…let me explain as best I can.’ Kaleb massaged his temples. ‘You are my firstborn and I am proud of you. Perhaps I have not told you enough – that is the burden the strong have to bear, they often feel unappreciated, because they do not need propping up or saving. You have always been fine and you probably always will be. Take comfort in that – I should have told you more often, but I hoped by my actions you knew I was very proud of you. When I am no longer here, it is you who will carry our family. And you are the right person for that. You are steadfast and, take it from someone who was always considered a bit of a fool, I admire you.

				‘Daniel is also a bit daft, I’m sorry to say. I often wished he wasn’t! But I’ve come to realise he has something else, and something worth protecting. He is the light that serious people seek, that sad people need. It is not really that practical, it cannot mend a wheel or raise crops – but the world still needs it. His grace makes the world a bit better. But it wouldn’t work at all without your qualities. Together you complete everything a parent could wish for and I thank God for that.’ Jacob looked like he wanted to say something but Kaleb pressed on.

				‘Also, you would no more want to be Daniel than Daniel could ever hope to be you. And nor should you envy him. It can’t have been much fun what he went through and coming back with his pride stripped can’t have been easy, even for him.’

				There was another long silence.

				Jacob sighed, he’d been angry but despite himself, he had to admit his father was right. Whilst he thought Dan got it easy if he was honest, he wouldn’t have swapped places with him.

				He still wanted to give his brother a good kicking, but there you go.
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				So, forgiveness works on a small scale: the father pardons one son, the other son realises life isn’t all about being right and punishing those who you’ve just decided are wrong and harmony reigns. However, though God may have kept His promise not to intervene directly, we have not kept up our end of the bargain. On a larger scale evil persists, as the wars and cruelty prove. As Daniel learned.

				God wonders – what he can do?

				God loves His children and love – he knows – is a kind of giving. So what if He went further than just forgiveness? Much more so. What can He give to prove his love and teach its power?

				God casts around the fathomless pool of His mind, but it is sometimes too vast, so he narrows it down… now what did Noah say all those years ago?

				Sacrifice.

				If God sees everything, then He also feels it, too: He sees how this will play out and the infinite sea of His thoughts becomes His bottomless trench of sorrow.

				For the first time in Creation, He will be knowingly sending one of His children to their death. Now that He has thought it, He cannot see another path, but God’s heart breaks all the same.

				***

				Mary was looking out of the window.

				At Joseph.

				He was working on repairs after a great storm: taking planks of wood, cutting them to size, planing off the rough edges and stacking. She liked the way everything he did had a point.

				***

				Downstairs, her parents were discussing the thing they talked about most: Mary.

				‘You’re her mother, you speak to her,’ said Mary’s father, acutely aware that this line of argument would never hold water for long.

				‘You’re her father, head of the house, so why don’t you tell her.’ Seb looked at his wife – they’d known each other since they were children. Freya had also been strong-willed growing up but… Seb suppressed a sigh… Mary was something else altogether. It wasn’t that she was a bad daughter. He knew plenty of disrespectful girls from respectable families with lineage as good as theirs: spoiled girls, vain girls, sly ones. Mary was none of those things. In fact, he’d go as far to say she was the perfect daughter in many respects: she had been a loving child, always interesting but never naughty. And she’d grown into a self-contained young lady who, if Seb was honest, he was a little afraid of. No, not afraid, that was the wrong word: he respected her – but in the way you would respect a Rabbi or an elder.

				That was weird.

				‘Well, did she at least say why she would only marry this ‘Joseph’? I mean he’s a nice enough chap, made me a good stool once, but a carpenter – and he’s not even from around here.’

				‘She said she just knows.’

				‘Just knows what?’

				‘She doesn’t know yet, she’s waiting.’

				‘For what, a choir of angels to make it official… ?’

				‘Just the one, father.’

				Mary’s parents turned as one. ‘Mary!’ Seb was first to react. He smiled whilst taking a nonchalant sip of his wine: unfortunately, he forgot to stop smiling and so the stone goblet clinked painfully against his teeth and red wine ran down his shirt, which made Freya frown. ‘We were just talking about you,’ he added unnecessarily.

				‘We were discussing your betrothal.’ Freya clarified – she was made of sterner stuff.

				‘Wait a minute, what do you mean just the one?’ When Seb’s brain did catch up, there was nothing wrong with it. Mary looked at both her parents.

				‘I have something important to tell you.’

				***

				Two days earlier… 

				A scalding wind from the dried-up seas deep within the Egyptian desert built and blew like the blast of a furnace. The household servants of Nazareth had been jumpy all day: mending doors, closing the shutters and nailing them secure – crookedly. Outside, even the burly Roman legionnaires, sweating in their armour, had felt the change in weather and everyone knew they were in for a storm.

				As the Nazarene had gone to ground, the wind died, and everything was silent. To Mary, it felt like they were already buried in sand. In her mind’s eye, she saw a cracked stone and light pouring into a darkened tomb. The image came unbidden.

				She twisted the kabbalah bracelet on her wrist and murmured a prayer as she looked through two broken slats, which she would stuff with rags shortly to stop sand blowing in. Her rooms faced east, towards Persia, and the horizon in the north was black with pregnant clouds, as if a funeral shroud was falling to earth. When she craned her head the other way, she could see the coming storm in the south, an immense reddish wall of what looked like fog: a churning barrage of heat and dust. Should she feel worried? Perhaps, but in truth she felt perfectly calm.

				Unexpectedly – or at least for no apparent reason – the room rapidly darkened by several degrees, then seemed to fill with a presence so unearthly Mary thought she must be on the point of some transition – whether that was towards death or something else she did not have time to consider because a golden light had just cascaded into the room.

				A shadow fell across her lap.

				Mary looked up into an exquisite face that was human and yet never, ever of this world. The prayer band dropped from her fingers to the wooden floor.

				‘I am Gabriel, Archangel and messenger of God,’ said the Angel in a voice that was so perfectly modulated Mary wanted to laugh… or cry. ‘Do not be afraid.’

				‘Why would I be afraid?’ For the merest of instants, The Archangel Gabriel might have been forgiven for being slightly knocked off his stride.

				‘No reason.’

				‘So what is your message?’

				Gabriel looked at this girl, silently measuring her intelligent gaze and her serenity in the face of the burgeoning storm and the terrible duty he was about to impose upon her, and he knew that God had chosen perfectly.

				The storm slammed into the town. It raged around them, battering the walls and shutters as people cowered and waited for it to pass. But inside the room was an island of quiet. He spread his palms and spoke.

				‘You are an almah,’ by which he meant a young woman, ready for marriage and all that entailed. The girl nodded. ‘You are also betulah m’orashah, you have promised yourself to someone and they you. Is that not so?’

				Mary nodded.

				‘God has a great thing to ask of you,’ said the angel.

				‘Yes.’

				And with that simple word, Mary somehow managed to convey trust, strength, acquiescence… and wisdom: as if she already knew the terrible weight of responsibility he was laying at her youth.

				‘You will marry and have a child with your betrothed, Joseph and yet you will be forever blessed and so be forever pure because this child will come from God.’

				‘All children come from God.’

				‘That is so,’ agreed Gabriel, ‘but he will be more and yet the same: he will be the Messiah, and he will return to his father sooner than he should. Your sorrow and His sacrifice will save humankind, but it will not be borne easily.’

				‘How?’

				And Gabriel explained. And even though Mary felt a terrible sadness, she accepted it, because she knew that the worst hardship has to be borne if it cannot be changed.

				***

				Which is why, when the storm had passed, she’d watched Joseph from her window – to make sure – then Mary gone downstairs to her mother and father… 

				As she finished her story, her parents looked at her and then they looked at each other. Mary had never told a lie in her life and her parents were positive she wasn’t going to start now. Was this some way of making sure they agreed to her marrying a mere carpenter? Again, Mary wasn’t like that. She didn’t need to be.

				‘When the Angel said you would marry, he was clear you’d have a child with Joseph?’

				‘Yes,’

				‘And this child would be special?’

				‘Very. He will be a king.’

				‘Of where?’

				‘Of Heaven and Earth.’

				‘And he’ll be our grandchild!’

				‘No, father, he will be the Son of Man. He will belong to God before all.’

				A thought suddenly occurred to Seb. ‘Does Joseph even know, yet?’

				***

				‘Joseph?’ Joseph looked up and smiled, then he went back to concentrating on his lathe.

				‘Mary.’ It wasn’t a question: Joseph rarely questioned anything – he either knew or he felt a thing and that was enough. This was why she loved and trusted him.

				She leant against a workbench, close to the lathe where she could watch his face, his muscular hands working… and the way wood dust caught in the fine hairs on his forearms.

				So she talked and he listened, never interrupting. Slowly, the lathe stopped revolving as Mary finished and Joseph finally looked up. Some silences stretch out until they become a cheerless ocean that separates people, others are like a well that echoes with unspoken words that twist in the dark before they are released. To Mary this particular silence was good: it felt like Joseph was choosing what he said, but his mind was already made up. She smiled at him and picked a curl of balsa from his hair.

				‘Thanks,’ he said. Then he stared deep into her eyes. He touched her cheek. ‘Yes.’

				‘Is that all you have to say?’

				Joseph seemed to think about it, then nodded. ‘I’ve known you all my life Mary – if I’m honest, none of this is surprising.’

				***

				Spring storms gave way to a summer that squatted on the plains and sweltered, like a toad. Legionnaire and field labourer alike rose early to do whatever work they had to, then sheltered until the sun slid behind the indistinct mountains in the distance whose ragged peaks melted and merged in the heat haze.

				Augustus’s census meant they would have to leave Nazareth soon and travel to Joseph’s tribal heartlands near the City of David.

				He took on less work and they prepared for the journey.

				‘Take the cart, my boy!’ Seb bullied him good-naturedly.

				‘No,’ Joseph shook his head politely. ‘The roads are bad and we must travel light. One donkey is enough. For Mary.’

				Mary had been heaving a growing bump about for several months now in all this heat and thought, quite seriously, that the cart would be advisable. Or an elephant. She didn’t precisely know what one was, but had heard they were very big and strong.

				Pregnancy was to be endured. It was being hot, heavy, and sick. It was a time of loosening of everything from her joints to her teeth; of aches that came and stayed, superseded by bigger aches; of being tired, waking to feel like she’d been on the back of a camel all night, running for a bowl; it was being prodded by strangers, complimented when you least wanted to be, asked the same questions; feeling tired, feeling cross, feeling sad, then

				… feeling a kick.

				And from that point on none of that mattered anymore: she would put up with anything.

				***

				In the end, they almost left it too late. The heat dragged through late summer and seeped into autumn.

				‘We should go,’ said Mary, ‘he needs to be born in the City of David for the census.’

				‘It’s too warm, still. I don’t want you on the road in this heat – it’s not good for both of you.’

				But then the weather flipped on its head; sudden wintery squalls turned high summer to mere memory and dust to sludge.

				There was a rush to pack clothes and food and close up the shop.

				‘It’s lucky you don’t own much,’ Seb said.

				They were ready to go the next day. Mary’s mother cried and Seb pretended he had something in his eye when Mary hugged him.

				As they wound up the track through the chilly dawn mist, Joseph leading the donkey that Mary rode, Mary looked back at her small town and thought if this child will truly be our Messiah, he has freed me from a life here. She massaged her belly and whispered. ‘Jesus, as in ‘saviour’, that is what you will be called. Jesus of Nazareth – a place no one has heard of.’

				***

				It was a six-day journey that took them through the flatlands, plodding along the Jordan river valley towards Jerusalem. Even though they were going south, the weather defied the odds and got progressively worse. By day three, they were covering no more than ten miles a day.

				To save time, Mary got off the donkey.

				‘You shouldn’t be walking,’ said Joseph.

				‘I’m young and I’m strong.’ Mary smiled at her new husband. She liked him being protective – a bit. ‘Anyway, it’s boring riding all the time, I’m stretching my legs. You can take a turn on the donkey, if you like.’ she teased him, smiling at the idea of his legs dragging along the ground. But Joseph wasn’t listening: he was frowning at the thickening trees around them.

				‘We should have gone the other way, along the coast,’ he murmured.

				‘It’s longer, isn’t it?’

				‘Yes,’ said Joseph, ‘but I don’t like all these woods. I’ve heard stories of lions and bears. And bandits.’ Mary shook her head calmly, as only someone who is in the privileged position of knowing the future in some detail can be.

				‘We have nothing to fear.’

				However, a couple of hours later, a huge shape broke cover from a clump of bushes to their left. Joseph jumped back with a half cry and pulled a long wood-paring knife from his belt.

				The boar stood staring at them, perfectly still, assessing the danger through small, intelligent eyes. A mature sow, Mary saw, with teats that hung almost to the forest floor, her tusks yellowed and saw-like. Mary laid a reassuring hand on the donkey’s neck who tossed its head and brayed, but thankfully did not bolt.

				Joseph moved slowly to the left and forward, to draw the boar away if she decided to charge. But the boar, evidently deciding a man and a woman who carried no spears were not much of a threat, shook its hind legs and bolted across the path, deeper into the trees. She was immediately followed by four piglets, who squealed in alarm when they spotted the humans and sped after their mother.

				‘She was just protecting her young,’ said Joseph, ‘if we’d been carrying proper weapons, there wouldn’t have been much she could do, though.’

				But Mary did not reply because something in his words had made her heart race. Not from fear of the boar or anything else in the woods.

				When it comes down to it, a mother can only do so much, she thought.

				***

				After two days, they finally broke free of the forest, its dank paths and deadened atmosphere. The road began to rise up in a shallow but oddly grueling incline, breaching hills that were fertile and prosperous-looking.

				In spite of the long days and the cold, Mary reveled in seeing somewhere other than Galilee. She didn’t even mind eating soggy bread for breakfast, followed by soggy bread (and oil) for lunch and yet more soggy bread (this time with herbs) for supper.

				Joseph was good at making fires and building their evening shelters. Once settled, with full bellies and dry clothes, Mary would tell him stories before they both fell asleep: fables of Og the Giant, the exquisite City of Luz, Solomon’s Vampire and the Six Kingdoms of Darkness. Joseph hung on her every word like he was hearing them for the first time and Mary wondered if he’d had a childhood at all.

				They had started to see more people on the roads for the last couple of days. It made Joseph less jumpy but, if they were all going to the same place, it promised to be crowded.

				Then, one day, as they slipped about through the wet and the wind, they came around a corner at the top of a hill to find a small band of travellers standing stock still in the road. A few were even kneeling in the mud. Mary and Joseph stopped just as the clouds parted and a weak winter sun poured pale light into the valley below. At that very moment, the child in her belly kicked hard and Mary gasped not only through pain, but also at the sight of the great city before them.

				Jerusalem.

				The City of Peace was far larger than Mary had thought possible: it sprawled across a neighbouring hill and crowded their panorama. Hovels and shacks studded the lower quarters, leaving the high ground and clean air to much larger, richer houses in the upper city.

				Dominating almost all was Herod’s Palace. But dominating even that was the Temple.

				Mary’s eye traced the walls that circled the cities within the city: including the City of David – and the City of Bezetha, pointed out by Joseph. Mary found her attention drawn to a peculiar domed outcrop that squatted just outside its walls. The stone cliff-face was bone white and topped with untidy vegetation, like clumps of hair over a decayed cranium, and two caves in the rock face gave the impression of hollowed eye sockets. More disturbing was a larger alcove resembling a mouth, gaping as if in pain. ‘Golgotha,’ said Joseph when he saw where she was looking. It meant place of the Skull, which was fitting.

				Mary shuddered.

				‘We are to stay here?’ she asked Joseph, meaning, in this bewildering profusion of houses and humanity?

				‘No,’ he replied, ‘I have no close relatives in the City of David. We’ll carry on – just another half day – to my village.’

				‘Oh,’ Mary felt her spirits lighten, ‘what is it called?’ And Joseph smiled before he answered, as if relishing the sound of the word.

				‘Bethlehem.’

				Later that day, as they wound down from the hills and into the sheltering folds of a pleasant valley, the wind dropped and it began to snow.

				***

				‘My cousins have nowhere for us. The roof of their guest dwelling collapsed. I’m sorry, we’ll find somewhere soon.’

				‘I know you will.’ Mary smiled encouragingly at her husband. She was tired but she felt in strangely good spirits thanks to a feeling of having finished their long journey, even if they hadn’t – not quite. Anyway, since that afternoon, she had something else to think about: a pressure that had just shifted from her back to her lower abdomen, and a sense of something impending.

				The baby was coming, but she wouldn’t tell Joseph just yet: he seemed worried enough as it was.

				She wished her mother was there. Then again, perhaps not.

				Just as the first contraction ran through her lower body like a fist clutching at her insides, they came to an inn. Welcoming candlelight lit up the front windows and a fire projected flickering waves onto the snow that banked around its cosy frontage.

				‘This looks promising,’ said Joseph bounding in.

				Mary, who couldn’t reply without her voice betraying her, blinked hard and breathed.

				But Joseph came back looking crestfallen.

				‘No room,’ he said. ‘Everywhere is full – it’s the census and the weather.’ Mary held his gaze in hers, making Joseph pause.

				‘This is the place,’ she said. ‘The baby is coming.’

				‘I, er… OK, give me a minute… ’ Joseph, pulled his robe tighter and dashed back inside as Mary let the pain run through her. It was good pain, she told herself – it meant things were happening. Joseph came back, a bit out of breath by now.

				‘They’ve got a stable. It’s not much but it will be warm and dry.’

				‘That will be perfect,’ she said and when they pushed open the door, pungent warmth from the animals inside rising to greet them, she knew it really was perfect.

				Mary lay down on the straw and looked out at the gently falling snow, feeling safe. She waited for the next contractions that she knew would bring her a son.
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				Several miles away, on a windy hill, three shepherds are doing what shepherds generally do at that time of day, at that time of year: namely, trying to keep from freezing to death.

				Because, if you’ve ever tried watching a flock of fluffy white sheep (in a snowstorm, in the middle of the night), then you’d know how pointless it is to be doing anything other than huddling by a fire.

				But on this particular evening there comes a sudden, blinding flash of light and the Archangel Gabriel makes his second appearance in our story.

				***

				‘DO NOT BE AFRAID!’ he boomed. There was a shortish silence.

				‘You’re kidding, aren’t you?’ said Shepherd Number One eventually.

				‘I think I’m going to need a clean robe,’ said Number Two.

				‘Shhh,’ the third leant forward, ‘let the man speak. It might be important.’

				‘I bring you great news!’ said Gabriel.

				‘Told you.’

				‘This night, near the City of David, a saviour has been born. He is the Messiah, the Lord.’

				‘He’s got lovely enunciation, that shiny man.’

				‘Go to the village of Bethlehem. There you will find a baby in a stable.’

				‘We should definitely go,’ said Shepherd Number Three. ‘If anything, it’ll get us off this mountain.’

				‘I’m not sure,’ said Shep.No.1, ‘no one likes babies, not really, and we’ve just got the fire going… ’

				‘…and there’s the sheep,’ said Shep.No.2.

				The sudden, blinding flash of light was replaced by an even bigger, even more sudden flash of light, and one iridescent angel became a whole army of shining, prismatic beings of beauty and unimaginable splendour.

				‘GLORY TO GOD IN THE HIGHEST AND PEACE TO ALL!’ they thundered. It was a chorus that shook the very setting upon which the stars were fixed in the night sky.

				Then, just as soon as they had come, they left. And the lights winked out.

				The three shepherds sat in shocked silence for a few moments. Eventually, Shep.No2 cleared his throat.

				‘Well, I guess that settles that, then.’

				***

				Herod (or King Herod the Great, as he liked to be styled) was in an even worse mood than usual.

				‘So, who are these… what did you call them?’

				‘Magi.’

				‘Magus.’

				‘Well, which one is it?’ He glared at the assembled priests and scribes.

				‘Clearly Magus is the singular form… ’ ventured one.

				‘I’ll reduce you to a singular form if you’re not very careful.’ At this point the High Priest stepped forward with an obsequious smile.

				‘Sire, these, ah, Magi are from the East, they have travelled from the empire of our esteemed neighbours in Persia. They are men of standing… ah, high born, princes perhaps, if it please Your Grace.’ He pursed his lips and regarded Herod with deep-set eyes, ‘but know this, they have other, ah… powers, and not of this world – unnatural ones.’

				‘Perhaps I should invite them to stay,’ said Herod, more to annoy this so-called holy man and his entourage who were interrupting his supper than anything else. ‘They sound useful.’

				‘Mere conjurors!’ snapped the High Priest. Herod smiled – that had upset the toadying snake.

				‘Yet you say they have something important to tell me?’

				‘They have, Your Greatness,’ and it was the priest’s turn to smile, ‘something that concerns you and the, ah, possession of your current position – may your reign outlast the mountains… etcetera.’ Herod sat up, pushing his bowl of honeyed goat’s liver to one side.

				‘What do you mean my position?’

				‘Oh, nothing to worry about I’m sure… but trouble comes in threes, as I’m sure you have heard,’ the High Priest continued silkily, ‘and there have been rumours – mainly from the simple country folk – about a child born in Bethlehem being, ah, special. It started with some shepherds, but the idea’s taken hold, as it sometimes does.’

				‘Well, hang a few of ‘em up for a bit, that usually does the trick.’ said Herod, reaching for some more wine. He took a long drink and refilled his goblet. He scowled at his priests: they showed no sign of leaving. ‘And?’ The High Priest pretended to look apologetic, whilst making sure Herod knew he was pretending. I’ll have his head one day, thought Herod.

				‘Then – secondly – these Magi turned up here talking about a star rising in the East that told of the coming of an anointed one, a King or a saviour or somesuch – probably all nonsense of course, nothing to do with the rumours about Bethlehem but… ’ he paused.

				‘But what?’ growled Herod.

				‘Well they are high ranking diplomats sent by the Persian Emperor himself, so we have to listen, ah, to take them seriously – for form’s sake. And what they are saying does fit with some of our own scriptures. This is the, ah, third point.’

				‘Go on.’

				‘The messianic prophecies in the testaments promise a Messiah for the common Jewish people, who of course love you, Sire, but perhaps strain under the cruel yoke of the Romans.’

				Herod sat back and stared at the ornate ceiling; his appetite well and truly, what’s the word… congealed. The damned priest had a point. He’d even heard some of these prophecies himself, and they were the last thing he needed: matters were delicate enough with the Romans already – they hated all this rampant religion. But Rome kept him in power and he shielded them from having to deal with the internal politics that drowned out daily life and threatened to keep his people in the dark ages forever. He’d tried to improve things: he gave them laws, treaties with Persia and Egypt, sanitation, great buildings – not that they appreciated it. Sometimes he didn’t know why he bothered: the Romans despised him as the oafish ruler of a backwater and his own people distrusted him and couldn’t wait to follow any old prophecy that would end up with his head wedged on a spike.

				‘Your Majesty?’ Herod dragged his gaze from the ceiling. He didn’t like the High Priest, but the man was clever – well, cunning. He wouldn’t want this Messiah in the picture any more than Herod did, but they couldn’t be seen to be opposing the word of the Great Prophets. He took a slurp of his wine and belched.

				‘Well, Priest, what do you think we should we do?’

				‘Well, Your Greatness,’ The priest smiled… or did he sneer? ‘We could always use these Magi to, ah, keep your hands clean.’

				***

				Balthasar, Melchior, and Caspar left the city at dawn by the Western gate and turned south almost immediately. They rode camels decked with the most expensive saddles money could buy and, although they took no servants with them, each Magus led another camel laden with luggage and supplies.

				They rode with the casual lack of concern of the high born but also those secure in the knowledge that their flowing robes and deep cowls marked them as holy men from abroad: probably versed in sorcery, definitely dangerous.

				Just in case someone was stupid enough to try to rob them, they carried long scimitars, and Caspar polished the pommel of his absentmindedly as he rode along, whistling under his breath. He stopped, as if a thought had just occurred to him.

				‘Strange chap, that Herod,’ he remarked to no one in particular.

				‘Brute,’ muttered Melchior.

				‘Yes, but a clever brute,’ Balthasar sniffed: the cold weather didn’t agree with him. ‘He’s got the Romans running security and the locals running scared.’

				‘And now, it would seem, we’re running his errands.’ Caspar smiled at his brothers. ‘Do you believe him?’

				‘That he wants us to find this child, their new Messiah, so he can worship him?’ Melchior snorted, ‘no, he couldn’t take the competition.’

				‘And what about the child?’

				‘What about the child?’

				‘Do you think there is any truth to the prophesy?’

				‘What, that the Son of God would be born unto peasants in some dung heap of a village in a country of exiles and lunatics?’

				‘Yes, Melchior,’ said Caspar smiling easily, ‘all that, my dear fellow.’

				‘This star is… interesting… but, frankly, I’d find it easier believing you were Ahura Mazda’s first cousin and heir to the seat of the gods – and a half decent camel rider.’

				‘I could be!’ Caspar looked hurt.

				‘No you couldn’t… you ride like a drunk farmer with boils on his arse.’

				***

				They continued on their way and, towards evening, they finally came to the village of Bethlehem.

				‘So can someone explain why we’re here, then – if we all think it’s a pointless waste of time?’ Caspar enquired.

				‘Because we were asked by a king and it’s our job to be pleasant to foreign royalty,’ replied Balthasar. ‘Why, did you have plans this evening?’

				‘My only design now, in the future, and until the mountains crumble to the seas, is your satisfaction in the execution of my solemn duties, brother.’

				‘Is that so?

				‘On my honour it is – and I simply can’t wait to visit this hovel… please, lead the way.’

				‘Well make sure you’ve got those gifts handy – we’re going to need them to hand when we track down a squawking child with a birthmark in the shape of the Star of David or some other nonsense. The plan is we make the right noises, agree with the mother he’s jolly dear and very special and, if we’re quick about it, we can be back in Jerusalem by tomorrow evening to reassure His Royal Chubbiness that he’s got nothing to worry about.’

				‘With any luck, Herod will have a feast to celebrate and I’m reliably informed he has some excellent Roman vintages.’

				‘You know, I think we might be in luck!’ Melchior, slightly ahead of the other two, was pointing towards something over the brow of a low hill.

				The other two drew level with him… and stopped dead in their tracks.

				A keen observer may have noticed a subtle change come upon them: their faces took on a stillness. No one spoke for some time as all three princes looked down the hill at the scene before them in deep contemplation.

				‘You feel it, too?’ murmured Caspar.

				‘We do,’ replied Melchior, as if that much was obvious. ‘But what is it?’

				Between them, there was very little of this world they hadn’t experienced first-hand. Or witnessed. In the name (and in the eternal glory) of their emperor they had travelled to each corner of the known world and drunk deep of life and all it had to offer.

				For all their careless humour, for the sake of their art, they had explored dark oubliettes of the human soul very few had the ability to… or the daring. And they had survived. No rituals nor rites were hidden to them: all wonders pondered, no experience untasted, pleasure untested.

				In short, nothing of the mystery and magic of life and other life surprised them.

				But they paused on this hillside, reduced to quiet contemplation by just a simple stable nestled in the fold of a valley, cushioned by deep snow.

				And yet… 

				The truth of the matter was that for those who had observed more of what was both natural and supernatural, they all knew – as surely as a dog knows its own tail – when something was worth taking notice of.

				But what was it? Caspar thought as he rode down the hill slowly. It had been so long since he had felt how he was feeling, since something had taken hold of him in such a way. As he drew closer to the open door and the warm light that fell across the snow, he finally identified it.

				He felt awe.

				Caspar, the youngest of the princes, slid from his mount and walked to the door carrying the casket of gold, his brothers in his wake, carrying their own gifts in reverence.

				A young woman with the rare open gaze of the truly virtuous looked up serenely at the sight of three foreign noblemen filing into their stable with no warning. Her husband, a rangy man with craftsman’s hands, went to say something but the young mother laid her own hand on his forearm and so he just nodded at them.

				The room was saturated in an uncontaminated light, but it was not immediately apparent where it came from, and Caspar did not look because he could not take his eyes from the child.

				The force of everything they felt was reverberating from his makeshift cot. Two chubby arms paddled the air, and the blue-grey eyes of the newborn seemed to contemplate something above. Caspar followed the unfocussed, yet oddly determining gaze, through a hole in the roof of the stable into the now-clear air. And there it was: the star that had followed them since their journey began.

				‘His name is Jesus,’ said the woman, not much more than a girl, smiling at him. Caspar, who had sailed through audiences with kings and warlords, found it very hard to look her in the eye. ‘Would you like to rest for a while? There’s plenty of places to sit if you don’t mind straw.’ It was all so simple, so right, that Caspar clean forgot his airs and graces, his awareness of rank or decorum.

				Instead of sitting, he knelt.

				***

				That night they found a cave to shelter in. Melchior lit a fire and, as they fell into a trance-like state, they read the future in the flames. One future, anyway.

				‘Herod will kill the child,’ said Caspar.

				‘So you know what you must do to warn them.’

				Caspar half closed his eyes, concentrating on the story in the flames, the scenes of violence against children carried out by Herod’s elite troops. After a few seconds he opened them. ‘The mother, Mary, is inviolate, a fast tower. I cannot break through to her.’

				‘Try the father,’ said Balthasar.

				Caspar closed his eyes again, disturbing Joseph’s dreams with blood and brutality as the flames threw out their shadow stories onto the dry cave wall. Eventually the silhouettes coalesced to one solid image of a pyramid. Caspar breathed deeply and sat back. After a time, he opened his eyes.

				‘Egypt,’ he said, ‘they will be safe until the child is ready.’ Melchior stared at the flames.

				‘But for what, precisely?’

				‘To change the world,’ said Caspar.

			

		

	
		
			
				10: Teaching at the Temple
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				Herod (the Great) acts upon his fears and orders that all children under the age of two are to be murdered, in case one of these is the Messiah, prophesised to depose him. Jesus has already escaped his clutches: after a dream Joseph has of the massacre, they flee west, to the land of pharaohs and pyramids. Shortly after, another babe in arms is spirited away to the mountains. His name is John.

				Whether or not Herod’s orders are carried out is unclear, but this unusually cruel ruler dies shortly after, to be replaced by an even worse one – also Herod (his son), who is so barbaric the Roman Emperor Augustus banishes him. And so it comes to pass that he is replaced by his brother. You guessed it – Herod.

				Not taking any chances, Jerusalem opts to be ruled by the devil it knows, Rome – at which point Jesus and his parents return to Nazareth from Egypt.

				They are home.

				***

				When he was small, Jesus used to like to sit quietly in the corner of his father’s workshop, facing the open door that showed him the street with its bustling people.

				‘Good Morning, Carpenter!’

				‘Good Morning, Bartholomew,’ said his father without looking up at the huge farmer who’d just strode in; ‘let me guess, you’ve snapped the beam on your plough… once again.’

				‘Right first time, you must have fixed it wrong, same as last time… and the time before that.’

				‘Or you pushed it too hard,’ Joseph’s tone was as steady as his hand that guided the plane he held, ‘…no doubt?’

				Jesus lost interest. Aged five, he had nothing against carpentry, nor ploughing: he knew that the fields wouldn’t grow good things to eat without ploughs – with solid beams plus all the other bits and pieces that were important. And carpentry was a great job, because his dad did it. And his dad was great. But still.

				Instead, he focused his attention on Bartholomew himself: the man walked with an odd gait that could be taken for a limp – perhaps because of an accident… perhaps an angry ox.

				No.

				Jesus made a short study of the farmer as he hobbled further into the shop and reached the conclusion it was more to do with spending the day walking over stony ground at a funny angle.

				Also, he was one of those grownups who always looked like he was about to lose his temper.

				Elias, one of the travelling shepherds, knocked on the door, then sort of hovered: half in, half out. Thin and weather-beaten, like a dry branch, he was from further south and had a thick accent. Jesus was sure he liked him, but the shepherd had only been in Nazareth for a few days and other people were still wary of this odd newcomer. Elias felt their distrust and Jesus noticed that when the shepherd felt awkward, he would make a curious gesture with his right hand – a sort of wave, just by his knee. He was doing it now.

				He’s missing his dog, thought Jesus. All shepherds had dogs.

				‘Gaius the Blacksmith’s dog has just had puppies,’ he said solemnly to the shepherd. Elias, who hadn’t noticed the young Jesus perched on a small stool in the corner, started and turned. He smiled shyly at this small, sincere boy with unusually lively eyes.

				‘Oh,’ he said and Jesus could see he was unsure whether this was just a random comment from a child or if Jesus had somehow guessed. But the thought of the puppies did make Elias look more cheerful, which was the point.

				Jesus could also see that Elias was wondering what Jesus was doing indoors when all the other local kids were playing outside. But he would never say anything. Shepherds don’t talk much, he thought. But I like them.

				Actually, Jesus pretty much liked everyone.

				He was good at people.

				‘Hello, young man!’ Bartholomew boomed on his way out. ‘What are you doing sitting in that there dark corner? You should be out, with the rest of them, getting inta mischief!’

				‘I’m still deciding.’

				‘Oh,’ said the farmer, not sure how to answer. Jesus was intrigued that telling the truth often surprised people. Bartholomew shook his head. ‘Well, I suppose, each to his own!’

				The last comment was also directed at Elias, who looked all the more like he wished he was up a hill… away from loud people.

				***

				‘Don’t worry about Bartholomew,’ said Joseph to his son after both the men had left the shop, ‘I’m glad you’re here to keep me company.’

				Jesus nodded, but didn’t say anything. He was very busy thinking about sore bones and aching joints. He winced and took a sharp breath as he felt his own leg twist at the knee and stiffen.

				Joseph looked up from his plane.

				‘What is it?’

				‘I just banged my knee,’ said Jesus quickly and rubbed it – a bit theatrically.

				Joseph accepted the explanation without comment and went back to what he was doing, and Jesus went back to looking at the farmer’s painful gait as he walked down the busy street outside their workshop.

				He didn’t exactly know why, but he was sure he could help the farmer. If he felt his pain, too. That seemed to be the way.

				This time he was ready for the twinge, letting it come, as it squeezed the muscles in his small legs, like hands trying their hardest to hurt him. After a few seconds, he really wanted to cry… but he was a big boy now. Jesus bit his lip and thought about how his leg felt normally, without pain. That didn’t help, not even a little bit and he considered stopping – he didn’t know Bartholomew that well, after all. But that shouldn’t matter, he told himself.

				A feeling and a place, like Jesus sometimes saw in dreams, squeezed around the pain, and into his head. He saw water running in a stream.

				He took a deep breath – but quietly, so his father did not hear and ask any more questions – and concentrated on letting the pain flow like the stream, into him, through him and away.

				It started to hurt less. Jesus discovered that pain, most pain, would ebb if you let it go instead of holding onto it. His achy knee felt better, too.

				There, that will make it well again for the big farmer, he thought confidently.

				***

				But, the next time he saw Bartholomew, out in the market, he was still limping.

				Jesus was confused and annoyed because he was sure it had worked: it felt like it worked.

				He stopped in his tracks, thinking as hard as he could. He didn’t know why, but this was important. If he was sure he had made Bartholomew better that should be enough. Sure meant true. So, why was the farmer still hobbling about, red-faced in the sun?

				Something went click. Jesus suddenly smiled: it was easy.

				Because no one had told him yet.

				Jesus went up to Bartholomew and tugged at his sleeve.

				‘Ah, young, Jesus! Out and about for a change.’

				‘Yes,’ said Jesus, ‘I was looking for you.’ The farmer sort of smiled and frowned, the way adults sometimes did when they were confused.

				‘Oh? And why’s that, little man?’

				‘I realised that I needed to tell you that your leg was better… ’ he paused to let the good news sink in, ‘…so you don’t need to limp anymore.’ He looked up at Bartholomew, who looked down at him for a few moments.

				‘Ha!’ he shouted so suddenly that Jesus took two quick steps back as if the wind from the farmer’s mouth had physically pushed him. ‘That’s a good one.’ He ruffled Jesus’ hair. ‘You are a strange chap, and no mistake, but you’re a good sort and I thank you for caring about an old rogue like me who doesn’t deserve it.’ Bartholomew then looked thoughtful, and a bit embarrassed, as if he’d just been too honest.

				‘Everyone deserves to feel better,’ Jesus said quite seriously, adding a smile, for good measure. ‘I have to go now, it’s dinner time, but you should try walking normally.’

				The farmer shook his head as if to shake out the boy’s words, but Jesus, as he walked away, could tell he had got through to him. People always liked to believe good news, especially if it was to do with them.

				Sure enough, the next time he saw Bartholomew, he was certainly walking straighter. He even looked more cheerful. He was telling a joke at Elias, who had taken to carrying about his new puppy in a sling around his shoulders. Elias was looking startled but pleased that someone as important as this farmer was being nice to him.

				Jesus really wanted a puppy, too.

				***

				And so the years passed, and Jesus’ parents decided it was time to bring their son to Jerusalem as he turned twelve.

				They took the long way via the coast, but stopped on the same hill, virtually in the same spot, where Mary had seen the City for the first time all those years ago.

				‘It’s been a while.’ Joseph looked tired from their journey – and a little apprehensive – but you could tell he was happy.

				‘You’re home, my love.’ Mary smiled up at Joseph, squinting through the sun. Exile in Egypt had made her realize what it must feel like to be a stranger. Going back to the town of her birth, after news had reached them that Herod was dead, had been a relief. Joseph was respected there, but he would always be that carpenter from Jerusalem. Just as, here, she would always be Mary from Galilee… and Jesus, too.

				Talking of whom… Mary scanned the dusty road into the city, filled with pilgrims for the Passover; she was sure Jesus had been ahead of them just a few minutes before. There was no sign of him now, though.

				‘Joseph, have you seen Jesus?’ Her husband turned his gaze from the sprawling city that poured out its streets and walls in a cascade that half-covered the hills below them.

				‘No.’

				Together they turned and looked at the track behind them. There were a couple of straggling families, but no sign of their son.

				***

				‘Where does he get to?’ Joseph missed the days when his son would sit in his workshop for hours. He was hardly at home between the hours of daylight, lately. Instead, Jesus would walk the streets, his gait steady and rangy, but his eyes forever scanning the world around him as if he was trying to memorise it. He would talk to the traders, question the women about themselves, squat with the urchins as easily as he conversed with the elders who warmed to him. Sometimes he would wander away from the streets, deep into the hills, to winkle out what life was there – or perhaps he went to think. Jesus would often not come back until it was long dark.

				‘Is this your boy?’ They came around the corner. Jesus was sitting on a rock with a large family who’d set up a scratch camp.

				‘Yes,’ said Joseph, ‘we were wondering where he’d got to.’

				‘Only been talking to him for five minutes and he’s told me a dozen things I didn’t know.’

				‘You don’t say.’

				The old man looked surprised at Mary, who’d just addressed him directly, but shrugged – the minimum he could do to acknowledge her – then turned back to Joseph. ‘Interesting lad, bright – but he’ll need all his wits down there in the big city, I dare say. Den of vipers that place!’

				‘Thank you,’ said Joseph

				‘Good luck!’ Mary smiled at the old man… who frowned.

				***

				They’d only been within the city walls for an hour, when Jesus went missing again.

				‘But you know who he is!’ said Mary.

				‘Yes,’ replied Joseph, who was more worried about where he was, than angels and prophecies. Twice in one day – and right after he’d had a word with the boy.

				‘It’s just I’m not sure you’ve ever really believed it.’

				‘I… I do, it’s just hard to hang onto these… ’ Joseph searched for the word, ‘…mysteries. I’m a carpenter, I deal with farmers and workmen. Real… normal matters. And whatever his potential… ’ he saw the look on Mary’s face, ‘…ok, whoever he is, he’s also just a boy in a strange city,’ Joseph had just decided he didn’t want to be having this conversation right now. ‘Where did you last see him?’

				Mary took a deep breath and nodded, ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, putting her arm in Joseph’s, ‘I’m just worried, too – he’s not ready, not yet. I haven’t told him enough.’

				‘Where would he go?’

				‘I’ve no idea – he meanders.’

				‘He might go to the market, there’s plenty of kids there, you know how he likes to talk to them and… ’ a horrible thought just occurred to Joseph, ‘…talk, where do people talk in this city?’

				‘Everywhere,’ Mary’s forehead creased, ‘it’s the noisiest place I’ve ever been.’ She stopped walking. ‘You mean, really talk?’

				‘Yes,’ said Joseph. Mary’s forehead creased all the more.

				‘You’re thinking about the Temple, aren’t you?’

				‘I am,’ said Joseph.

				***

				‘Is this boy yours?’

				They’ll put that on my tomb, thought Joseph.

				‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I hope he hasn’t ruffled any feathers – he’s like his mother, he’s got his own opinions,’ Joseph grinned at the guard in a blokey way, but it was hard to see whether this had any effect behind the soldier’s cheek plates.

				‘Well, the Rabbi wants a word. The Chief Rabbi.’

				And, right at that moment, Joseph wished they’d never come to Jerusalem.

				Without further ado, Joseph was led by the soldier to an imposing group of Rabbis. The eldest, who was seated, trained an impressive stare on Joseph.

				‘Well, what do you have to say for yourself?’

				‘I… er… ’ said Joseph. The Chief Rabbi cut off any reply before he could think one up just by moving his terrifying eyebrows up his face an inch or two.

				‘He doesn’t get it from you, then.’ It wasn’t a question.

				Get what? wondered Joseph frantically. He’d never spoken to a Temple Rabbi, let alone the one in charge of all the others, and he suddenly felt very aware of his workman’s hands and big feet. He had no idea how he should address the man: My Lord? Sire? Your Great Holiness? He wished Mary was here, but she’d had to remain in the Outer Forecourt, the place they called The Court of Women.

				‘He’s obviously the talker in the family, is what I mean.’

				There was a long pause and Joseph wondered how much trouble they might be in. He swallowed. ‘Whatever he may have said… ’

				‘Hi Dad.’

				Jesus appeared. He was looking… Joseph had no idea how he seemed. He’d already mastered his mother’s way of masking his feelings with a serenity that he wore over his features like a sort of shawl.

				Joseph was torn between giving his son the bollocking he richly deserved and being terrified of the Chief Rabbi, who he had no doubt could have them all locked up just for wearing the wrong sandals. Wait a minute… was the great man smiling?

				‘Ah, there you are, young Jesus, you scamp!’

				‘If my acolytes and even some of those idiots who call themselves fellow rabbis had half your sharpness, then Jerusalem would truly be the Holy City.’

				‘I’m just repeating the words of the Scriptures, Rabbi.’

				Rabbi! Of course, thought Joseph.

				‘There’s parroting and there’s understanding. Any fool who can read can learn by rote.’ The Rabbi turned back to Joseph. ‘Did you teach him to read?’

				‘No, er Rabbi, I didn’t know he could,’ Joseph admitted.

				***

				Later, as they walked down the hill, towards the city walls, Joseph finally began to feel his heart rate slowing back to normal. Most common folk went their whole life without speaking to the elders and were happy for it. In spite of the compliments, he still felt they had just had a lucky escape.

				But Mary wore the ghost of a smile and gave every indication they were having a nice family day out. Jesus was looking thoughtful but seemed in good spirits, too. So, it was down to him.

				He put his arm on Jesus’ shoulder.

				‘We were worried,’ he said.

				‘You were right to be. These are dangerous people.’ Jesus looked at his father, who looked concerned again.

				‘Then, if you knew that, why did you talk to them?’

				‘I talk to everyone,’ said Jesus.

				‘We both know that’s not the real answer,’ said Mary. Jesus nodded slowly and considered his response.

				‘I could never put my finger on why I feel different and you never said why.’ Jesus smiled at his parents, but Mary saw sadness fall, like a sheet of rain, over his eyes. And it gripped her heart: for it was so obviously a thing much older and deeper than a boy his age should feel. She wanted to hold him, keep him to her, but he was already out of reach. ‘Having so many questions,’ Jesus continued, ‘when you brought me to Jerusalem where else would I be but at the Temple, where all questions are answered? And… ’

				‘And what?’ said Mary already knowing the answer would make her worry.

				‘…now I know: this is my father’s house,’ said her son, evenly ‘…and I must put it in order.’

				It was Jesus’ turn to study his parents. In his mind’s eye he saw a crowded hill and three figures suspended, their bodies bent in agony, and he saw his mother. Jesus knew there was pain to come, but there would also be hope. He thought of that hot day in Joseph’s workshop and the big farmer and how he had known how to make things a bit better.

				‘I’ve decided.’ he said.

			

		

	
		
			
				11: The Garden of Gethsemane
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				So, between the ages of 12 and 30, Jesus disappears from view. Speculation as to his whereabouts includes: the entirely reasonable (he stayed in Nazareth, under the radar, as anyone of his social class would); the intriguing but unprovable (learning wisdom in India); and frankly bonkers (something about aliens).

				His story (referred to as his ‘ministry’) doesn’t pick up again until after he is baptised in the River Jordan by John. His moment crossing swords with the Devil in the desert is a game-changer. Victorious from this encounter, he’s on a roll for the next three years, his reputation blazing across the region.

				You could say it hardly lets up for the next 2,000 years, as it fans out through the Middle East, Europe – where he provides a gentler alternative to the elemental, oft-brutal paganism, including the almighty Roman Deities – and on to The Americas, Africa, and the Far East.

				Whatever you think of Christianity, you have to hand it to him: all this is not bad for a boy from nowhere, who never had an army or said anything other than we should be good to one another.

				But, before the highs, are the terrible lows. Our story picks up when Jesus is nearing the end and he sees it starkly. He is cornered: trapped by the authorities who fear him and a vocal following who expect him to overthrow the Romans. But, worst of all, is the weight of a destiny he knows will kill him in the worst way imaginable… 

				***

				The garden was quiet and cool. Paths of moonlight ran through the olive trees and, close by, a shallow stream whispered through reeds.

				It’s funny, thought Jesus, with a half smile, it always seemed to be about water.

				Things were drawing to their close… but it had been good whilst it lasted: like the day he met his friends for the first time.

				***

				‘Morning lads! Have you caught anything?’

				‘How in the name of Balaam’s Ass are you doing that?’

				Jesus looked down at the water and at his feet – they were a bit wet, but otherwise he’d just walked all the way out to the boat, like splashing through a puddle.

				It’s confidence, he realised, the minute I start to doubt I can do it, I’ll be taking a bath.

				He stepped on board the boat quickly.

				… but I’m getting ahead of myself, he thought, casting his mind first back to the garden, and then still further, back to when it had all started; that hot afternoon on his first visit to Jerusalem when he’d slipped away from his parents.

				Travel does broaden the mind, he thought.

				Indeed, but not right away… after he had caused such a stir at the Temple, Jesus had decided it was probably best to keep a low profile. A few months of staying closer to home became a year and then another, until he came of age.

				Then Jesus did travel – east! He followed the lines of the old empire, until he materialised in another empire altogether. Ancient and mystic, where it was accepted that the spirit world mingled with the physical, like plumes of smoke twisting and mingling as they rose.

				He was intrigued by the tricks of the wise men who drew the crowds. Some claimed to be healers, some just performed – for their own amusement and that of others. At first, he passed the former off as tricksters and was quietly disapproving – their deception got all the praise for skills he truly had – but he kept quiet about. Then after a while he began to see it differently, realising that he and they had one important thing in common: they taught people how to believe. These men couldn’t really heal broken bones, terrible sores or blindness, but they could heal minds.

				Belief was possibly the only thing that Jesus was sure of in the world, and he began to suspect it was everything. Showing people, especially the common folk, how to let go of doubt and believe was as good a way of living your life as any.

				So, he came to respect these men and women who lived on the outside of society, the better to break down its walls.

				Then it began to dawn on him: what could these skills of showmanship, combined with his gifts achieve?

				It was about that time that the inner voice he had been vaguely aware of all his life began to take form and character. Jesus had always assumed it was his own voice he carried inside him – the one that everyone had: a sort of version of himself, but a bit more thoughtful and good, or gooder. Yet, somehow, its silent intonation seemed older than him – and by increments, it became a guiding voice, a chiding voice. Sometimes reassuring, sometimes critical or – frustratingly – as still as the deep pools of space between the stars he looked up at before he went to sleep every night. It was the voice, he finally realised, of a father. His father, he supposed: everyone’s father, really.

				And then there was another presence, one he could only hear in the profoundest silence of those long nights.

				It kept Jesus awake for hours, huddled in freezing deserts and mountains, straining to hear a faint monologue that was so ancient, it seemed to have strayed far from Earth. The Spirit was the quietest counsellor in his head, but sometimes Jesus was convinced it was the most persuasive, for it came to guide his soul.

				***

				After many years, Jesus’ wandering took him home and he looked around, like a stranger. Nothing much had changed but his own perspective on things. Foremost, Jesus was struck by the way his people were treated. Good men like Joseph were humbled and muted, while extraordinary women like his mother were despised and disregarded by the people with money and power.

				They had no voice.

				Until now, thought Jesus to himself. But things were going to change.

				Jesus realised he would need to make waves, be a little reckless. What the hell, I’ll have some fun, get a little famous, he decided.

				***

				So, he walked on the water. A bit showy, but it did the trick.

				Then there was that wedding. Most of the guests were quite drunk already, they certainly didn’t need any more wine. He was just as drunk as everyone but felt like carrying on – anyway, the look on everyone’s faces when the water became wine was priceless.

				‘This is the best wine I’ve ever drunk!’ the father of the bride spluttered, most of it going down his robe.

				He may have overdone it on the quality.

				Those were great times. Peter, Simon, Joseph, Judas – he might have been able to do it without them, but it wouldn’t have been half as much fun. There was that tree… 

				‘I curse you, you useless, um… FIG TREE!’

				It was kind of a joke but when the tree died the next day, everyone had said it was meant to represent the Temple and the bankers who were destroying it. Perhaps they were right – perhaps everything he did was symbolic?

				They were on a roll and they were inseparable – his crew were each capable of greatness, but that wasn’t the point – the main thing was that they were friends who had nothing but each other at the start.

				Tonight, at the end of it all, Jesus saw that it was them he would miss more than anything.

				***

				The miracles did their job: in three years, they had the world at their feet. Or on their feet.

				‘Lazarus, come out!’

				That had been the big one, a man that had been dead for four days and (if he was honest) was starting to smell a bit. However, though they had certainly got people’s attention, Jesus still wasn’t quite sure how he was going to get his point across. You can’t teach people charity and compassion by making their grandpa come back from the dead.

				Then Mary Magdalen came along, and everything changed. It had to, really.

				When Mary was brought to him, she had been raving.

				‘You shouldn’t bother with her,’ someone said, ‘I heard she’s a bad woman and she is being punished by devils who attack her mind.’

				‘Yet,’ replied Jesus, ‘she has come to me for help; can I honestly turn her away?’

				And they never had an answer to that.

				He had looked at her as she wept at his feet.

				Some people thought madness meant you were closer to God, but Jesus couldn’t see it. To him it was her sadness that struck him hardest. If her mind was in torment, it was not because of demons – it rarely was in his experience – but by what people had done to her.

				In the end he didn’t need to perform any miracle. He just needed to be kind.

				***

				After that, the miracles became more human, more thoughtful.

				‘They must reflect your teaching,’ Mary had said as they ate together one evening.

				Eating, breaking bread, refreshing your body, refreshes the mind. And she was good company.

				But just as Jesus peaked, it all started to unravel. He’d over stretched himself, and he became a threat.

				Jesus saw the end coming before the others: his life felt like it was narrowing, his options running out as his actions funneled him towards his destiny. The enemies he had caught off guard re-grouped then went on the attack. They were closing in now… so too his oldest enemy.

				***

				Alone now in the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus stared into the darkness. Coming here could have been seen as an escape… but all gardens had serpents.

				‘Yesssss.’

				And they needed to be confronted.

				The wind through the leaves revealed the Snake’s presence close by. They had clashed in the desert before he came home to start what his followers were calling his ministry: this frantic rush towards his inevitable destruction. Or sacrifice.

				Poor people like him, who stuck their necks out of the sand, had their heads hacked off sooner or later.

				The Serpent spoke, a sneering voice in his head. ‘All those years ago, I offered you dominion. You could have ruled a Golden Dawn of Mankind. Fool! Armies, palaces, the love of your people – it all could have been yours. Instead, in less than a day, you will be unable to think for pain. And you will be despised.’

				‘You confuse love for fear,’ said Jesus to the Darkness.

				‘You do me a disservice. I love your kind, more than He ever did. Your faults make you real, your anger makes you strong, even your selfishness drives you to great heights. I accept that in you, I encourage it – yet He would want to eradicate half of what you are.’

				‘No,’ said Jesus equably, ‘you hate humankind.’ He smiled and felt the coils tighten in anger. ‘You hate the most important part of us, our free will: if you bind people to their desires and their fears, then they are weak, because they do what you want them to.’ Jesus thought about what he had just said. ‘And they will be weak now,’ he admitted.

				The low hiss coming from the shadows seemed eager.

				As well it might, thought Jesus, for what he saw was to come. His fear filled the quiet of the garden.

				‘Father,’ he whispered into the darkness, ignoring the gloating Serpent that slithered up on him from the shadows, ‘if you wish me to see this through, then I will.’ Jesus felt beads of sweat form like drops of blood around his forehead as the absolute certainty of how they would break him played through his head. He’d witnessed stonings and public torture, but this would be worse than anything that came before.

				Yet a piece of the puzzle was still missing. Before he could work out what, a vision of himself standing before a Roman came to him.

				His hands were bound and almost no part of him was not swollen or bleeding. They quite liked me once, he thought – remembering the eager boy in the Temple. Until they realised I was going to tear them down.

				Too late.

				If they think they are protecting their power base by killing me, they’ve no idea how powerful I will become when they do.

				But could he take that final step – knowing he would be alone and despised? And he might be wrong. Was he just another deluded mystic? He peered blindly into the crouched Darkness, the squat nothing that sucked in all light. ‘Oh, God,’ he felt acid rush into his stomach. Seeing his course had once been a comfort, now it was a source of despair.

				After the Romans had washed their hands of him, they could really express their rage.

				Most of his bones would be broken by morning. Not his legs, he would need those for the walk to Golgotha.

				But they would tear the skin from his back along the way: Jesus leant his head against a tree. He saw the white of his backbone jutting through the bloody flesh. He closed his eyes.

				The anticipation of the agony is the worst, he told himself, not really believing it.

				‘Lord.’

				Jesus turned.

				‘Judas?’ he said, vaguely aware of two soldiers behind his friend. Judas stepped forward, his face very pale in the moonlight. Before Jesus could ask what was wrong, Judas’ lips brushed Jesus’ cheek. Then he turned to the soldiers.

				‘It’s him,’ he said and they moved to seize Jesus as the Darkness cackled and the missing piece finally ground into place. As it did, part of his heart splintered.

				I was right, thought Jesus: his friends’ betrayal hurt the most.

			

		

	
		
			
				12: The Crucifixion
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				The Passion of Christ follows Jesus’ arrest: so called because the Greek πάσχω means to suffer. It documents his trial and torture: a sentence hammered home with nails through his wrists and feet, into a wooden cross that is hoisted upright. The process is calculated to ensure he dies by slow degrees in front of as many people as possible. Including his mother.

				On that day, everyone important to him: everyone he loves, everyone he should be able to count on for support, or to see justice done, turns their back on him. Even God is silent.

				The amusement many seem to gain from watching his torture strips away any dignity he once had.

				And so, crushed by the fear of knowing his fate, crippled by violence and despair that God has deserted him, his full humanity is at last on display.

				Unsurprisingly, he breaks.

				‘Eloi Eloi lama Sabachthani’, he cries out (‘My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?’)

				And it is at this precise point, utterly abandoned and alone, that he becomes the truest representative of the suffering of people on Earth. He is no longer a god, he is us.

				***

				Jesus tried to cough, but his lungs felt stretched: he needed to push up with his legs to breathe on the cross, but his right kneecap was shattered.

				This is what drowning must be like, he thought.

				But what he wouldn’t give for a mouthful of water: his tongue was bloated and rank from the vinegar they made him drink – a joke whose punchline was beyond him.

				Oddly, the most pressing pain was from his head and the thorns which formed the rough crown Herod Antipas had forced onto his head, his fat hands impatient and angry at Jesus’ silence under questioning.

				He’d really had nothing to say to the man who’d killed his friend, John.

				Jesus’ head bled and pounded.

				… am I just another sacrificial religion, spilling blood to appease the gods? he thought; One of a host that would flare up in the heat of the desert, blaze bright, then burn out in an orgy of violence?

				Jesus forced his eyes to open, to look at the crowds gathered on the Place of the Skull. His people. Had they been shocked when he’d been arrested without a fight… and more so now that he was close to death and humiliated?

				Probably not. They were traders and farmers, they lived in the day-to-day where nothing miraculous ever happened and everything was hard. In their eyes, had he really been the Son of God, he would never have allowed himself to be questioned in the first place.

				Had the Serpent in the garden of Gethsemane been right? he wondered. Should he not have called a host of vengeful angels the minute he arrived at the Sanhedrin to be examined? Even their appearance in the heavens would have given him an army by now. A show of strength like that and his people would have risen up: Jerusalem would have been his by nightfall, then all the land along the Jordan.

				But how long before the Romans sent their Legions? People would be slaughtered, and for whoever won, the first task would be to gather up rotting corpses and cover the rags and flesh with rocks. Piece by piece.

				No! thought Jesus with sudden certainty, when everything else seemed unclear: even the hardest war is the easy path. Slaughter breeds brutality and all empires fall on their sword, eventually.

				One thing was true: if he gave his life freely – by his own choice – it would take away the sin of his murder. Let no one be persecuted for his death, they know not what they do.

				But he would have to show them more: something beyond just giving in.

				Yet he didn’t know how and, with one rattling intake of breath after the other, time was running out.

				***

				An hour passed: pain sunk him into unconsciousness, until he came to, with a start. Jesus felt his mother close by, watching… already grieving.

				Just beyond the acrid smell of sweat and the metallic taste of blood, he caught the scent of lavender on the hot breeze; from a cultivation at the foot of the hill.

				His mother used to hang the green stalks with their dusty buds to dry.

				Jesus closed his eyes, and he was back home… 

				She lifted him onto the table.

				‘You can sit here and watch me make the bread.’ Jesus liked the way his legs swung over the edge.

				‘OK, Mummy.’

				She tickled his knee.

				‘Just make sure you don’t fall.’

				***

				His nailed body twisted: no chance of that now, he thought.

				Jesus almost smiled through lips caked in blood… but screamed instead as the wrecked tendons of his nailed wrists spasmed. He took a deep breath, let the pain flow through me, he thought. I can cure others, yet not myself.

				Shamefully, more than water, he wanted his mother.

				The crowd had fallen largely silent now. He’d like to say through awe, but Jesus sensed boredom: he was taking too long to die.

				But, he was like them – they could see that now, at least: he’d even questioned his God out loud, as they must have done many a time when their crops were burned by soldiers or their children died with fever.

				But that wasn’t enough; when he was gone he’d just be another victim.

				I am very close to death, he realised.

				‘…and yet your path will be trampled on by the feet of time and erased, the point of all this – your passion and your preaching – will be forgotten before the new moon,’ the spiteful voice from the garden cut through his delirium.

				‘The point escapes me,’ he admitted. ‘It’s like a cat… ’ Jesus was too tired to talk anymore but hoped the answer would draw closer if he didn’t go after it. Soon, he prayed.

				He tried to place himself back on the table in his mother’s kitchen but it was gone. Only the memory of the smell of fresh bread remained.

				Well, after water, bread would be good. He’d once fed multitudes with just a few loaves. Even now, he wasn’t sure how he’d pulled that one off: the bread was soft and, as he plucked at the end of the loaf, it seemed to go on forever. Like a party game: like the performers during his wandering years who would pull dozens of silk scarves from their closed palms.

				‘You made it look fun,’ remarked his Mary, smiling.

				Yes, it had been easy.

				There was something in that: it was distinctly possible he was trying too hard.

				The thread that tethered him to life was now stretched tight. He could almost imagine it as a wavering line, an undulating filament of gold that caught the sun at intervals as it vanished into the blue-optic sky. Jesus squinted at the sun. God was silent, but it didn’t mean He wasn’t there.

				The pain came in waves, and this latest was the worst by far.

				Jesus clenched his teeth, a few more breaths, just concentrate on staying alive: for his final steps – his endgame – still eluded him.

				A vision that held a future came: a moment in time after he had died here on this cross.

				Thomas came back from the market. He was hot and he was distracted, as they had all been since the day their friend – to some, the Messiah – had been murdered.

				But, in spite of being dead for days, Jesus knew he was there with them… just not how. His vision showed him speaking to his friends, except Thomas who was out.

				On the cross Jesus went very still, his breathing shallowed. This was something new: it seemed to fade, but came back… 

				Thomas refocused in his mind’s eye as he muddled about with the things he’d bought until it dawned on his friend that there was an odd atmosphere in the room. Thomas looked up at the rest of them sitting in stunned silence. He registered their pale complexions and shocked expressions.

				‘What’s wrong with you lot? You look like you’ve seen a ghost!’

				The vision faded.

				***

				Nice one Tom… Jesus finally smiled through crack lips.

				Only the pain was keeping him alive: without it, he would have slipped into the deep abyss that beckoned him.

				Would he come back, to forgive his friends, unite them, was the vision true… or was he just another conjuror?

				The revelation had a point, though: what if the sacrificial lamb didn’t die, what if the underdog won for a change, what if coming back brought humankind closer to God? And… his head felt crushed, which was making it very hard to think… and what if his death made God more human? Now that would be a game changer, God, or the gods, had always been distant, unfathomable and prone to cruelty. The moment is coming, Jesus realized: he was so close.

				Did it really matter that he was the Son of God or not?

				‘Yes,’ hissed the serpent, ‘fraud,’ it gloated.

				‘No! Each of us carries the spark of the celestial,’ he shot back as a stab of pain, deep in his chest, gave him sudden clarity. And the Serpent spat in rage: for he’d hit the mark. Jesus pressed his advantage, ‘I am a sacrifice, but I do it freely,’ and he felt the serpent recoil. ‘This act comes from the eternal beginning and end that is love.’ And, with those words, it finally clicked into place. The journey, this rite of passage that started when He breathed life into the universe had come full circle: the creator and creation really were the same.

				It was easy, after all: we are all immortal, he thought.

				Jesus took his very last breath, filling his heart with light just as his Father had filled the Void in the beginning… and he let go.

				***

				‘He must be dead by now?’ one of the guards asked.

				‘Only one way to be sure.’ said the other.

				The crowd watched the guard heft his spear.

				As the blade sliced past Jesus’ ribs, the man grunted as not just blood, but water, flowed from the jagged tear in his side.

				It wept to the ground at his feet, mingling with the dust: from whence we came.

				And a young man, who’d never harmed a soul, died in agony in order to show us that human helplessness is something we all share.

				And divine greatness, too.

			

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				The alien lifeforms listen intently to the avatar’s last words as it winds down, rather like an old automaton. The moment it reaches the end of its story, the nitrous bubble collapses and the cosy scene dematerialises before their eyes.

				This small destruction resonates, for their own universe is running out of time – just a couple more million years, at best, until it would stretch itself so thin that the fabric that held it together would eventually tear and creation would crumple, like a tent without poles. They know this, but the story has given them hope, something they have been without for a while.

				So they look outwards, searching, for decades that turn to centuries that grow to millenia.

				And, eventually their patience pays off.

				One of the youngest in their number has been idly sorting through a mille feuille of Void Dimensions when a solitary atom – zig zagging like a fly through a vast, measureless abyss of nothing – catches its attention.

				For, within the atom, a vacuum nestles… like a seed.

				The alien calls its colleagues over to watch as the atom attempts to wink out of existence, only to explode into a sudden brilliance of immense potential: a reverberating, concentric, expanding future that is the start of something amazing.

				Let there be light, is their last thought before they surrender to the Incandescence.

			

		

	
		
			
				Epistle

				When I was six, I went to an urban primary school in Berkshire run by a small, fierce, Irish nun called Sister Anselm. Like everyone else at that school, including quite a few of the teachers, I was wary of Sister Anselm with her coffin clothes and sharp eyes.

				But kids are excellent adaptors, and I quickly figured out that the best way to get on the right side of Sister Anselm was to muster up as much sincerity as I was able and ask for A Bible Story. This gambit never failed: her face would soften and suddenly she had all the time in the world. In biblical terms, you would have called it the Transfiguration of Our Head Teacher.

				She loved telling the stories and we loved listening to them: the former (Sis A.) because that was kind of her job, the latter (us) because she was really good at it. One of the things we liked the most about her method was she embellished – shamelessly – so Prophets in the Bible often came from just down the road or she had been told this or that particular story by Saint Mark himself whilst she was having a wee pray, now. We knew when she was fibbing but we didn’t mind – it was simply more fun to believe that David really had made the slingshot he used to defeat Goliath in Mrs Wrekin’s Art class.

				She may have juggled about with the truth but she never messed around with the purpose of the story – the moral or the lesson, if you like. Or the love. She was simply being practical: she treasured the Bible as much as she doted on small, grubby children, and she wanted them both to get along.

				And, let’s face it, she wasn’t doing anything new. Even Jesus, probably one of the greatest raconteurs to ever have lived, grasped that he had to make his point by using parables his audience would understand, which explains why there are so many stories about shepherds and fishermen and even the occasional fuller (look it up). The Gospels are living stories and like all the best stories they have an important message: whether that is not to hurt others, to be fair, to be kind or forgiving – even in the most bitter and barbaric of times.

				XII is a re-telling of the Good Book for a modern audience. It is really meant for that age group the book world refers to as Young Adult – simply because I wanted our children to carry on getting something out of religion after they stopped believing in Santa. However, I have a hope it could be of some use to anyone who has either never encountered or gradually lost touch with the actual Bible itself.

				What I have attempted to do in these twelve chapters is bring some of my favourite passages to life for people who are a bit old for picture books and a bit ‘otherwise engaged’ to churn through the real thing because – let’s be completely honest – it’s not light reading.[1]

				Having had a religious education up until the age of 18, I have seen first-hand the dedication and the everyday, unrecognised sacrifices many people from different walks of life have made in the name of religion and religious orders. Therefore, if anything upsets in these pages, I am truly sorry: XII stems not from a desire to debunk, debase or denounce dogma, simply to animate something that may, for some, have become a little creaky.

				Robin Bennett, Lourdes 2021

				
					
						1 That’s not to say it isn’t worth giving it a go once in a while. There are some great stories that no one will have told you about in the Bible. There’s Balaam’s talking donkey (Numbers 22 – or Shrek), Jacob totally winning a wrestling match with God, even though God cheats (Genesis 32) and quite a disturbing story involving 200 foreskins you’ll have to read for yourself (Samuel 18).
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